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SECTION 1.  EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 

The 2020 Open Space and Recreation Plan for the Town of Ipswich is the seventh prepared by the 

Open Space Committee.   As with previous plans, the current effort lays out related goals and 

objectives that set the town’s priorities with respect to preserving open space and improving 

recreational opportunities. This document details plans covering a period from 2020 to 2027. 

   

Efforts started during the 1970s by forward-thinking citizens on behalf of open space and recreation 

in Ipswich continue with the work of dedicated Town staff and citizen volunteers.  To maintain the 

success achieved in the past 45 years, more work lies ahead.  Maintaining the Town’s rural character 

and ecological health through open space and natural resource protections remain the baseline 

priorities of the plan.  In tune with the times, the report places greater emphasis than previously on 

the challenges of climate change.  Not only sea level rise, but inland flooding and drought related 

to weather extremes have grown in importance.  This plan report highlights accomplishments the 

town has achieved since the 2013 plan (Appendix C) while exploring critical needs and emerging 

challenges that our community faces now and in the future.   

 

To deliver on its formal mission, the 2020 plan has relied on the collaboration of officials, boards 

and individuals to identify and implement actions addressing community needs.  The goals of the 

new plan, listed in Section 8, remain true to those of the previous plans, but have been adapted to 

current issues.  In its essence, that mission is to: 

 

 Protect significant land for open space and recreation;  

 Protect and manage critical natural resources;  

 Preserve the town’s historic, agricultural, and scenic character; 

 Enhance recreational opportunities appropriate and accessible to all; 

 Promote education on the value of open space and recreation; and  

 Promote a cooperative, regional approach to open space and resource protection.  

 

For details on these goals, the specific objectives and actions to be implemented over seven years 

can be found in Section 9.  Approximate locations of selected action items are identified on Map 

7. 

 

The plan report includes an updated inventory of open space and recreation resources (Appendix 

E) and a set of color-coded maps generated from the town’s Geographic Information System (GIS) 

(Section 12). Priorities were based on community needs as assessed by committees, boards, 

initiatives and studies undertaken during the previous five years (Section 7). They also were 

informed by a comprehensive survey of Ipswich citizens conducted electronically between 

November 2019 and February 2020 with an addendum paper survey in the spring of 2021 

(Appendix B). 

 

The 2020 plan will be offered in digital format accessible on the Town’s official website.  The 

report will be downloadable in sections, and a limited number will be available as a bound hard 

copy from the town planning office. 
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SECTION 2.  INTRODUCTION 

2A.  Statement of Purpose 
 

Ipswich has been successful at preserving its natural beauty and rural character through the foresight 

of its citizenry and the hard work of key organizations and individuals, among them town officials 

and volunteers. These same persons know that only an ongoing, conscientious effort will maintain 

that success. The 2020-2027 open space and recreation plan is a guidance document summarizing 

how the town intends to pursue that effort, complete with a detailed review of challenges and the 

measures employed to address them. 

 

The pressures on our natural resources and recreational amenities cited in previous plan reports 

continue to drive the need for careful and comprehensive planning.  If anything, those stressors 

have intensified, with changing demographic, environmental, and recreational trends.  

Development and recreation put increasing demands on the Town’s ability to both save its open 

spaces and maintain their value for future generations.  After the recession of 2008, development 

pressures subsided for much of the 2010s, but resumed in the years leading up to 2020.  Interest in 

Ipswich as a recreation destination has also increased: boat traffic on the Ipswich River and coastal 

waterways has risen as has use of trails by walkers, birders, joggers, and cyclists.  To guard against 

overuse or abuse, the Town will have to monitor and manage its natural assets with an eye toward 

future generations. 

 

A top priority during the run-up to the 2013 plan cycle was meeting an increasing demand for 

athletic fields (See Map 6A). That demand was effectively met with completion of the Pony 

Express Fields Conservation Project in 2017 (See Appendix E).   The Athletic Fields Study 

Committee disbanded after securing the Pony Express fields, and the Open Space Committee 

shifted its focus away from searching out additional locations for field sports. 

 

Open space remains a popular cause among Ipswich residents, but other needs, including important 

school and public safety projects, rightfully compete for citizens’ ability to fund continued open 

space acquisition.  As of 2020, a little over $4 million of the original $15 million remained in the 

bond fund for future land protection.  Since 2000, the Town has spent $10.9 million from the bond, 

while securing an equal amount in outside funding to permanently preserve 891 acres.  The Open 

Space Program has long sought to acquire and conserve open space properties in collaboration with 

other organizations.  This strategy spreads the financial burden among interested parties and is more 

cost-efficient for Ipswich taxpayers.  Likewise, the program follows a priority list of desirable 

properties to ensure that only the most highly valued land is pursued. Since the 2013 plan, the town 

has continued to acquire and pursue choice parcels that help Ipswich retain the rural character its 

citizens have come to expect. 

 

This document highlights those and other accomplishments while exploring critical needs and 

emerging challenges faced now and in the future.  Many of the challenges require regional 

cooperation. As with previous plans, the 2020 plan continues to emphasize the need for coordination 

between town departments and committees, as well as with regional and state organizations. 

 



Open Space and Recreation Plan for the Town of Ipswich 2020-2027 

 

 

5 

 

2B.  Planning Process and Public Participation 
 

The 2020-2027 open space plan was developed through the efforts of the Open Space Committee 

with extensive input from other town boards and committees.  The public played a significant role 

in the new plan with its participation in an online and paper open space/recreation survey conducted 

during the drafting of this Plan.  Use of the Internet aided a healthy response level as a town-meeting 

size cohort of respondents weighed in.  The Open Space Committee, retaining the framework of 

previous plans, concentrated on reviewing and updating the goals, objectives and actions of the 

seven-year action plan.  The state allows towns to update plans within a seven-year cycle, extending 

the previous five-year cycle. 

 

Preparation included input from many people, town boards and town staff, starting in 2019. Already 

the process was grounded by a foundation of deep experience among Open Space Committee 

members, many of whom have dedicated themselves for upwards of two decades. Focused group 

and individual meetings with town staff, boards, committees, members of the public, and other 

public and private organizations involved in open space and recreation issues also contributed to 

the process. Section 7 details the multiple needs identified during this input process. 

 

The most significant effort at drawing broad-based public input was the development of a survey 

on-line through the use of Google Forms. The committee ran the public survey twice for one month 

each, making it available to respondents from mid-November mid-December 2019 and mid-January 

to late February 2020. In the early spring of 2021 a paper survey was made available for a period 

of a month throughout town at the public library, the council on aging and town hall offices, and a 

popular local coffee shop. Despite the COVID pandemic conditions there was an impressive 

response rate for the paper surveys. The survey, including the content and responses, is provided in 

Appendix B. The survey inquired about use of open space and recreation resources by household 

members, information on the geography of respondents, and perceptions of need for additional open 

space and recreation resources. The survey attracted a total of 560 responses. 

 

Open Space Committee members made the survey widely available. Notice was provided in public 

places, in the newspaper, on the Town’s website, and emails were sent through all of the open space 

and recreation organizations with members in town through their mailing lists. This approach was 

successful in getting a large number of thoughtful answers representing broad perspectives. 

 

Plan revisions began in earnest during the fall of 2019 when it was distributed among the Open 

Space Committee members to review with boards and committees who had action assignments. 

Work continued during the winter and spring of 2020, when drafts were submitted to Open Space 

Committee members, Town staff and to boards for review and comment. Once comments were 

received and incorporated, an overall draft open space plan was completed in July 2020 and 

submitted to the State for review. The Committee presented the conditional approved Plan by the 

State to key town boards including the Select Board, Planning Board, Conservation Commission 

and the Agricultural Commission for formal comment. All comments were reviewed by the Open 

Space Committee and incorporated into the final plan.  
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SECTION 3. COMMUNITY SETTING 

3A. Regional Context 
 

At thirty-three square miles Ipswich is large in area, with a well-defined in-town residential and 

business district. It is comprised of industrial sections, scattered commercial enterprises as well as 

both compact and dispersed residential neighborhoods. Ipswich residents have a variety of 

employment opportunities in town and in surrounding communities. Many work in Boston 30 miles 

to the southwest. With commuter rail service and relatively easy access to Route 128, U.S. 1 and 

Interstate 95, Ipswich has become a commuting suburb. (See Map 1) The population is culturally 

and economically diverse. 

 

The Ipswich River flows from thirty-five miles west to the downtown center, where a dam marks 

the change from fresh water to tidal estuary. The river continues through the town's expansive salt 

marshes then empties into Ipswich Bay. Forests, fields and farmlands have been important to the 

town's economy and landscape, but the river and coast were and are the crucial determinants of 

Ipswich's settlement, subsequent development and continuing identity. Upstream of the Ipswich 

border, neighboring towns divert water from the Ipswich River for their water supplies, negatively 

affecting the quantity of flow through town, especially in summer. Runoff from upstream 

development affects the quality of the flow, which in turn affects the health of the coastal salt 

marshes throughout the North Shore region. Keeping these productive marshes healthy is thus a 

regional task. 

 

Ipswich has become an important regional resource in the tourism industry. The town is home to 

Crane Beach Reservation, a five-mile barrier beach and the crown jewel of The Trustees of 

Reservations (the Trustees) properties, as well as the adjacent Crane Estate, which hosts numerous 

cultural events throughout the year. Many other resources attract regional and statewide attention. 

These include Willowdale State Forest, containing miles of the Bay Circuit Trail and heavily used 

for mountain biking. Also included are Appleton Farm and Greenwood Farm, two Trustees 

properties managed in part for recreational use. Appleton Farm is almost 1,000 acres and since 2002 

has run a large community supported agriculture (CSA) program, as well as family programming 

throughout the year and a summer camp.  Marini Farm, Russell Orchards and Wolf Hollow (an 

educational facility featuring wolves) are important economic and cultural resources. The 

construction downtown of a pedestrian bridge over the Ipswich River in 2005 followed by 

completion of the Riverwalk and an additional extension have added to the list of regional 

attractions.  

 

The Ipswich-Essex Explorer bus service from the Ipswich commuter rail station to Crane Beach 

and other local sites has been important for providing access to these sites for urban residents 

without automobiles. The service has been heavily used in the last several years. It has also been 

heavily advertised in MBTA trains and stations in Boston. 

 

These resources are important attractions for day and overnight visitors. In addition, varied 

neighborhood facilities exist to meet the recreational needs of a diverse population. Other large 

parcels of land, privately- or institutionally-owned and maintained, contribute to the rural character 
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of the town and provide some local employment. Protecting these open spaces is necessary to 

preserve the balance of the town's varied land uses. 

 

The establishment of the Essex National Heritage Area is evidence that the natural and cultural 

resources of Ipswich and the surrounding area are considered to be of national significance. The 

commission has developed tourist routes, points of interest and scenic byways as a national resource 

with the assistance of federal funds. (See Map 4) The beauty of Ipswich, and of Essex County as a 

whole, is the basis for the cultural activities that have developed here and is a key component of the 

tourist attractions. That beauty has attracted the movie industry, which over the years has used 

Ipswich landscapes and landmarks as the backdrops for several feature films. 

 

The 4,500 acres of salt marsh and adjacent coastal lands that make up the Great Marsh Area of 

Critical Environmental Concern (ACEC) advance the natural and recreational resources in Ipswich 

to regional, state and national prominence. This has been validated by previous federal investments 

in the Parker River National Wildlife Refuge (See Map 5). 

 

Ipswich residents and town government have participated actively in regional efforts sponsored by 

the Metropolitan Area Planning Council. These efforts included the Metrofuture planning process 

several years ago. In addition, town residents have participated in the monthly meetings of the North 

Shore Task Force, the sub-regional group on the North Shore where specific topics of common 

concern are presented and discussed. These efforts have assisted Ipswich and other towns in the 

area in coordinating actions on common concerns. 

 

Metrofuture has been particularly important in pinpointing regional support for our local efforts. 

Ipswich has worked hard to preserve salt marsh and associated upland. Objective 63 of 

Metrofuture’s 2008 Regional Plan particularly supports these efforts, while Objective 64 focuses 

on the efforts of the town’s land management to address biodiversity and reduction in invasive 

species. Ipswich has engaged in forwarding Strategy #10: Protect Natural Landscapes. These efforts 

include partnering with state and regional players in land protection, funding the Agricultural Study 

to address farming issues, and partnering with the Planning Board over the years to push zoning 

changes and engage in site plan review on open sites. 

 

Like many coastal communities in Massachusetts, Ipswich is increasingly vulnerable to forecasted 

changes in sea level, precipitation and storm intensity due to climate change. Ipswich participated 

actively in the Great Marsh Resiliency Partnership and the planning activities that led to the Great 

Marsh Coastal Adaptation Plan (2017). This plan used mapping tools to predict effects of sea level 

rise on 6 communities of the Great Marsh, and then suggested both short term and long-term 

adaptation strategies. In the fall of 2018 and winter of 2019 Ipswich participated in the State’s 

Municipal Vulnerability Assessment Program.  (See “Sea Level Rise” discussion in Section 3D 

below.)  This program provides financial assistance and gives a framework to towns and cities in 

Massachusetts to identify vulnerabilities and to build community resilience to climate change 

impacts.  
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3B. History of the Community 
 

The coastal and riverine areas now called Ipswich have been inhabited by humans for thousands of 

years. A Paleo-Indian site used 9,000 years ago was discovered at the confluence of the Egypt River 

and Bull Brook, and is the earliest settlement found in Massachusetts. Other artifacts discovered at 

Great Neck and along the riverbanks have been identified as belonging to the later Archaic (8,000-

5,000 years ago) and the Woodland (2,000 years ago) periods. 

 

The same resources that attracted Native Americans to the Ipswich area also convinced settlers of 

the Massachusetts Bay Colony that this would be an ideal place for a new community. Here they 

found water, food and fuel, as well as a source of water power, and had the advantages of water 

transportation. In 1633 a group led by John Winthrop Jr. established a settlement that developed 

into a prominent 17th-century coastal town. Wharves, warehouses, and mills filled the waterfront, 

and export business thrived. Ipswich residents were active in the political and judicial activities of 

the colony. 

 

Ipswich suffered a major economic decline during and after the Revolutionary War. Commerce was 

disrupted, common land was sold, and parts of the town broke away to form new towns. The river 

and its access were not suitable for the expanding 19th-century maritime trade. Growth, prosperity 

and change seemed to bypass Ipswich. Some speculate that this is perhaps why the town has so 

many well-preserved 17th- and 18th-century houses, since residents couldn’t afford to tear down 

and rebuild their homes. 

 

In addition to the long-present grist and sawmills, a hosiery mill was built in 1868 using river-water 

power. By the beginning of the 20th century, this mill had developed into the largest stocking mill 

in the country. Its growing labor needs were met by small waves of immigrants, first from Nova 

Scotia, Ireland and Quebec, and later from Poland and Greece. Because of the fertile marshes and 

tidal flats, clam digging became an important source of income. The landscape and location also 

attracted summer residents. Ipswich remained a small country town until World War II. 

 

The growth and development of Ipswich as a larger town came with the ascendance of the 

automobile, the resultant outward expansion of the metropolitan area, and the commuter boom. 

Population growth, and industrial and commercial expansion occurred and continue today. The 

town's response over the last half-century has been to reorganize town government, to institute 

planning and zoning to guide growth, and to expand and improve town services. These efforts 

continue as new needs and challenges are recognized. Ipswich is now at a point where pressures 

from regional and local population growth and development demand new and more effective 

methods for determining the town’s most desirable future development. 

3C. Population Characteristics 
  

The population of Ipswich grew relatively slowly during the first decade of this century, with a 

more dramatic increase since 2010. The demographic changes for the over-65 and under-17 age 

groups are particularly important. These groups have increased in numbers relative to the other age 

groups and have leveled out the groups' proportions of the population compared to other age 

categories. 
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The estimated population of Ipswich is 13,810 people, an increase from the 12,987 at the 2000 U.S. 

decennial census (ACS data). In 2017, approximately 23.1% of the population was estimated to be 

between the ages of 0 and 18, and 21.8% over 65. The overall population growth rate between 2010 

and 2017 was 4.8%. Specific age categories had varying growth rates, with the highest rate 

occurring in the 65-74 age group (38%) and the lowest rate in the 35-44 age group (a decrease of 

13%). 

 

Population densities in Ipswich reflect the rural character of the town, with the vast majority of the 

town’s area showing a low density of 0.1 to 5 persons per acre.  Where neighborhoods of higher 

density occur, they show 5.1 to 15 persons per acre.  These are localized around the town center 

and in certain neighborhoods such as Great Neck, Little Neck, and Linebrook Road neighborhoods 

accessed by Belle, Howe, and Edge Streets.  Only a handful of parcels within the town center are 

identified with densities of between 15.1 and 30 people per acre.  These numbers are sourced from 

the 2018 Hazard Mitigation Plan Update that uses the US Census block data for 2010. 

 

Ipswich citizens are keenly focused on managing growth in their town, especially with regard to 

high density residential development.  Their concern—legislated in the town zoning bylaw and 

reinforced by regular public debate at Town Meeting, public hearings, and in social media—

provides a home-grown check on rising density numbers.  Nevertheless, a flurry of residential 

housing proposals submitted to the Planning Board during a newly active real estate market in the 

time of COVID is testing this check.  Whether such new housing proposals will noticeably increase 

density remains to be seen.  A new housing plan released in November 2020 recommended 

channeling growth to downtown sections and primarily within walking distance to the MBTA 

commuter rail station.  Residents’ concerns about water scarcity also have dampened receptivity to 

additional development. 

 

Economic and age factors together affect the types of recreational demands and services provided 

to town residents. Younger people living alone seek active outdoor pursuits or the type of organized 

recreation and physical training available at the Ipswich YMCA. Active elders continue to demand 

some of the same outdoor and recreational activities they desired before they started families. As 

this large cohort ages, increased activities for seniors will be an important consideration. Ipswich 

has an active Council on Aging that offers daily activities, transportation opportunities, as well as 

assistance in remaining independent. With a growing number of elderly residents on fixed incomes 

in future years, increased demand for senior programs such as bus trips, senior walks and boat 

activities, and other social functions is probable. Additionally, more passive forms of recreation 

such as walking and birdwatching have wider appeal. Fortunately, the town’s natural features 

support these diverse types of recreational pursuits. 

 

Enrollment in the Ipswich schools casts a different light on population growth in the town as a 

whole. Recent enrollment numbers show an overall decrease in numbers of students enrolled. The 

number of students decreased in the ten years between 2008 and 2018 by 13% (New England School 

Development Council). However, during that same time period, the estimated number of 0-19 year 

olds increased by 4.6% (ACS data). There are a number of potential reasons for that discrepancy 

which may become clearer with the data from the upcoming 2020 census.  
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Household composition also in the area is noteworthy, and can have implications for the need for 

housing and thereby place development pressure on unprotected open space. Non-family 

households make up 33% of Ipswich households, while 28% of the total households are people 

living alone (ACS data). With the movement to smaller household sizes, more housing units will 

be required to accommodate the population in town. This demographic change will maintain the 

demand for increased housing production in Eastern Massachusetts. This can result in further 

pressure on land resources if Ipswich does not continue its efforts to produce units in denser 

development patterns.  

 

The estimated 5,677 households in town in 2017 represent an increase of 215 households from 

2010, or 4% growth in households overall. Households in 2017 had a median household income of 

$80,829 as reported by the American Community Survey conducted by the U.S. Census Bureau, 

which is actually slightly less than the median household income in 2000 when adjusted for 

inflation. Of these, 17.4 % of households are considered Extremely Low Income, making less than 

30% of the HUD Area Family Median Income (HAMFI) of $102,945 versus 25% for the 

Commonwealth overall (CDP housing data). Ipswich is a mixed-income community, with residents 

having somewhat higher incomes than Essex County and the state. The significance of the 

population financially committing itself to protect natural resources of regional and national 

significance is very important. However, local financial resources need significant fiscal 

participation from the regional, state and national level to protect the resources in town that are 

significant to regional, state and national populations.  

 

The need for activities in the under-17 age range has also increased. With the economic need for 

families to earn two incomes, some recreational programs have become necessary as child care 

options. Additionally, public facilities and programs are crucial in satisfying recreational needs of 

residents unable to afford any expenses for recreational activities. The state-, federally-, town- and 

privately-owned lands within Ipswich are able to accommodate some of these needs, but structured 

programs are struggling with limited local and state funds, and many programs are oversubscribed. 

While local recreational program providers have been working to meet these needs, funds are 

limited and solutions must be creative to meet changing demands. 

 

3D. Growth and Development Patterns  
 

Patterns and Trends 

 

The lives of European settlers in Agawam (the original name for Ipswich) centered first in the High 

Street/East Street areas and on the opposite banks of the river, with farms located along the major 

roadways in Ipswich. During the 1600s the town thrived on resources provided by the river and 

marshes. By 1700 there were about 2,000 residents, grist and saw mills, wharves and warehouses. 

The town exported staves, clapboards, beef cattle, hay, salt hay, vegetables, and products of the sea. 

Ipswich had to sell much of its common land to pay war debts, and Hamilton and Essex broke away 

from Ipswich after the Revolutionary War. At the same time, the development of the Newburyport 

Turnpike (now U.S. 1) bypassed the town center.  
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The population remained stable for the next two centuries, gradually increasing to around 4,000 at 

the time of industrialization in the late 19th century. Ipswich's transition to a mill town during this 

time brought with it a significant increase in mill and new housing development in the present 

downtown area. At the same time, development was occurring along the outlying roadways on a 

scattered basis. 

 

While rail service to Boston accompanied the industrial revolution, the widespread ownership of 

automobiles led to another increase in population and housing after World War II. During this 

period the character of Ipswich changed. It developed from a compact area of very old homes and 

those built during the industrial revolution into a town with the population spread out in homes 

fronting on existing roadways or in small subdivisions outside the center. Despite these changes, 

the town has been careful to preserve its history, as evidenced by the many examples of first period 

architecture and monuments marking historical events and their locations. Protecting open and 

scenic spaces complements this endeavor by retaining the rural character and beauty the inhabitants 

of Ipswich have enjoyed for centuries. (See Map 4) 

 

The population of Ipswich has grown by 6% since 2000. Along with an increase in population, the 

town has experienced a trend toward a lower number of residents in each household. Housing 

growth declined to 2% from 2010-2019 (CDP housing data) from 7% from 2000-2010, however, 

twice as many occupancy permits were issued between 2017 and 2019 as had been issued for the 

previous 7 years. At the same time, seasonal units on Jeffreys Neck (which includes Great Neck 

and Little Neck) have been converted to year-round residences in an area that is surrounded by the 

Great Marsh ACEC. The consequences of this situation are discussed below in the section on sewer 

service. 

 

The special qualities of Ipswich and the robust real estate market of the mid- 1980s through the 

early 2000s and post-Great Recession led to several new subdivisions, most of which consist of 

mid-range to more expensive homes. Some of these projects were built in valuable open space, 

consuming farmland, meadows and forests, or on scenic hilltops with ocean and salt marsh views. 

Many residents are concerned about identifying unique parcels under threat of development and 

formulating a process for protecting them. 

 

Smart Growth Development Principles 

 

New state initiatives encouraged the state and communities to adopt smart growth procedures in 

their bylaws, principles and project reviews. Ipswich adopted a set of smart growth principles in the 

Ipswich Community Development Plan (CDP) in 2003. The town is in the midst of updating the 

Community Development Plan, and that process has provided data for this report. However, the 

updated Ipswich Community Development Plan will not be finalized until after this Plan has been 

completed.  The smart growth principles from the Ipswich Community Development Plan are: 

 

1. “Provide a range of housing opportunities for residents of all income levels and abilities.” 

 

2. “Reduce sprawl by limiting excess roadways, and by evaluating and controlling the growth 

impacts associated with sewer extensions.” 
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3. “Provide a variety of transportation choices. Develop and enhance non-motorized travel 

options by developing new paths and trails, connecting existing paths and trails, and making 

roadways and intersections more pedestrian-friendly.” 

 

4. “Protect the village character and strong ‘sense of place’ of downtown Ipswich, with its 

locally-owned businesses, mix of uses, healthy economy, pedestrian-friendly environment, 

historic resources, multi-modal transportation, and prominent role in community life.” 

 

5. “Enforce the highest standards when reviewing development projects that affect the town’s 

critical natural resources, such as the Great Marsh, the Parker River-Essex Bay ACEC, the 

threatened Ipswich River, sites of historical and archeological value, and other resources 

that are threatened or endangered, such as contiguous habitats.” 

 

6. “Increase the town’s ability to influence and direct development consistent with these smart 

growth principles by strengthening the planning and review processes, particularly through 

the use of incentives. Make development decisions predictable, fair and cost-effective.” 

 

7. “Support the survival of resource-based businesses, as they are critical to the character of 

the town, the conservation of open space, and the livelihood of local residents.” 

 

8. “Ensure that the town’s population does not exceed the carrying capacity of its environment, 

infrastructure and services by anticipating future growth and working actively to reduce 

future growth potential while at the same time planning for increased services as feasible.” 

 

9. “Work toward making Ipswich a more ecologically sustainable community through 

education and incentives to reduce water and electric usage, better manage the town’s septic 

systems and wastewater, and encourage the use of alternative energy sources.” 

 

These principles were integrated into the previous Open Space and Recreation Plans and continue 

in this one. The plan’s goals, objectives and action items are designed to be consistent with these 

tenets. They also emphasize the need for all town boards and committees to consider these 

principles when making decisions on development, projects that affect open space and the natural 

environment, and the development of recreation resources. 

 

The town’s acceptance of the 1997 Great Estate Preservation Zoning Bylaw, which promotes 

diverse alternatives to traditional subdivision development on certain large parcels of land (see Map 

2), is representative of efforts to implement smart growth/sustainable development principles. In 

addition, open space zoning is being used to reduce the construction of new road mileage to serve 

proposed residential development. This has been achieved for the Partridgeberry Place development 

on Boxford Road, but has been less successful for an approved development on Heartbreak Road. 

 

The preliminary data for the updated CDP provides information on road congestion and accident 

rates, two conditions that could deteriorate with growth in population and residential units. A 

majority of accidents occur on arterial and major collector roadways that serve commuters. In the 
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five-year period between 2013 and 2017, the majority of accidents occurred in the corridor of 

Central Street between Market Square and Mineral Street (71), at the Linebrook Road and Route 1 

intersection (33) and Lord’s Square (24). The most heavily trafficked areas of town are County 

Road, Topsfield Road, Washington Street, and Central Street, with regional traffic adding to the 

congestion. Much of this traffic needs to move through a downtown area that is already a major 

point of congestion. There are no desirable options for directing traffic away from this area. The 

only option is High Street, which has the largest inventory of First Period homes in town. 

 

Population growth will add to existing traffic congestion and dangerous intersections. The situation 

must be carefully monitored as the town continues to approve large housing developments, whether 

in the downtown area or around the perimeter. While concentrating development in the downtown 

is desirable, additional growth there directly exacerbates traffic congestion and safety in that area. 

Efforts could be made to encourage alternate forms of transportation to limit growth in use of autos 

while completing street improvements to increase safety.  

 

Complete Streets is a State program that provides funding for municipalities for transportation 

projects that promote accessibility, mobility, safety and convenience for users of various 

transportation modes. In 2018 the Select Board adopted a Complete Streets Policy. That same year 

the Town completed a Complete Streets Plan. In 2019 the Massachusetts Department of 

Transportation awarded the Town $135,000 to undertake improvements to the Short Street/High 

Street intersection and in the vicinity of Pavilion Beach. 

 

Preservation and Development of Agricultural Lands and Opportunities 

 

Farming has been a part of Ipswich from its founding. Farms declined in numbers during the last 

century, bottoming out in the 1960s.  Efforts by the Commonwealth in the 1970s reinforced the 

efforts of local residents and the then newly-formed Essex County Greenbelt to protect agricultural 

lands from development.  In the early 2000s, signs of a new agricultural resurgence began to appear.   

Appleton Farms’ community supported agriculture (CSA) program started in 2002 with about 100 

shareholders and has grown to 600 shareholders.  Three Sisters CSA at the Sisters of Notre Dame 

de Namur started in 2015 and has grown steadily.  The locally sourced food movement has benefited 

farming in Ipswich, witnessed by these two successful CSA operations, a summer farmer’s market, 

and active farm stand businesses such as Marini’s and Russell Orchards attracting residents and 

tourists alike.   

 

As of 2020, farmers in town will tell you that farming for a living remains challenging, because of 

the cost of inputs such as fuel, fertilizer, and labor, weighed against thin profit margins.  In addition, 

traditional agricultural practices must operate within the conservation rules related to wetlands, 

nesting birds, and water supplies.  And as new housing developments are proposed and built, 

farmers face the loss of available land and greater competition for those scarce water supplies.  

Ipswich residents fortunately have been willing to support their neighborhood farms, twice voting 

for multi-million-dollar open space bond funds that have helped safeguard hundreds of acres of 

farmland. Notable farm acreage preserved during the decade leading up to 2020 includes: 247 acres 

at Maplecroft Farms protected in 2010 by conservation restriction and purchase and protection of 

30 farmed acres at Pony Express in 2017.  A third project, involving purchase of 90 acres at the 
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Kamon Farm, remained pending in 2020.  The Town has also voted to designate Ipswich a “Right-

to-Farm” community, thereby shielding farm practices from lawsuits contesting odors, noise and 

sights that are routine byproducts and conditions of farming. 

 

While farming remains a high-profile and essential part of the economy in Ipswich, data from the 

state agriculture census show some unsettling trends at the county level.  The total number of farms 

in Essex County fell 20% from 2012 to 2017 (522-419).  Total farm acreage in the county dropped 

7.5% between 2012 and 2017, and 25% in the decade between 2007 and 2017 (from 27,800 acres 

to 20,700 acres).   The state Department of Agricultural Resources does not explain exactly why 

these decreases happened and what they involve, except that the decrease in the number of farms 

involved primarily “very small farms” (1-9 acres and 10-49 acres).  The total value of products sold 

county-wide has increased, from $25 million to almost $33 million (about 30%) in the five years 

between 2012 and 2017.  Fewer farms reporting higher sales could have many explanations.  Total 

farm expenses fell 12% over the same period, while average expenses per farm increased 10%. 

 

Many farms in Essex County have sales under $1,000 a year (149 farms as of 2017, 218 farms in 

2012, and 200 in 2007).  There were 20 farms countywide with sales over $100,000 a year in 2017 

and 2012, down 62% from 53 in 2007.  A sizeable portion of the farmers in the state are older, with 

35% 65 years of age or older, while the majority (60%) fall within the 35-65 age cohort and 8% are 

under 35 years of age, suggesting a dearth of next generation farmers.  (2017 and 2007 Census of 

Agriculture, State Profile, Massachusetts) 

 

The Open Space and Recreation Committee allocated funds in 2009 to hire a consultant to prepare 

a report that came to be named Agriculture in Ipswich. The December 2009 report summarized the 

current state of agriculture in Ipswich, and developed a variety of recommendations.  These 

recommendations included better organizing farms into a cohesive business association; increased 

involvement with and education of the community; greater protections for existing farm land; and 

additional open land available for lease by farmers. 

 

The recommendations identified in Agriculture in Ipswich were handed off to an Agricultural Study 

Implementation Committee, which met into 2012 to carry out recommendations of the report.  

Although the implementation committee has disbanded, the Agricultural Commission still meets 

on a periodic basis.  Members of that commission noted at their January 2020 meeting that farmers 

in Ipswich believe there remains room for improvement when it comes to communications and 

support from Town departments.  Farmers cited a water supply test well drilled off Mile Lane in 

2019 that caught them unawares.  Such searches for potential new public water supply sources could 

directly affect water supplies for farming, and so should include consultation with farmers.  They 

are also concerned that development pressures continue to squeeze farmers’ financial health and 

access to farm land, whether from higher taxes on their own land or removal of lands available for 

lease due to conversion to residential or other uses. 

 

Improving Options for Renewable Energy 

 

Ipswich has been active in supporting adoption of renewable energy. The Ipswich Electric Light 

Department (IELD), the town’s municipal utility, at one time provided one of the state’s deepest 



Open Space and Recreation Plan for the Town of Ipswich 2020-2027 

 

 

15 

 

subsidies for installation of residential solar photovoltaic (PV) systems, but has reduced this subsidy 

to Municipal Light Plant (MLP) standards. This has resulted in the installation of more than 40 roof-

mounted PV systems, as well as several ground mounted systems. Ipswich passed a by-law at its 

October 2012 Special Town Meeting addressing installation of commercial PV systems due to a 

first proposal for such a facility.   

 

The Ipswich Electric Light Department has been instrumental in encouraging and financially 

supporting the installation of residential solar collectors and accessory collectors on businesses.  In 

September 2017, New England Biolabs completed a 750-kilowatt capacity solar generating facility 

consisting of 2,028 solar photovoltaic panels on 2.4 acres on company grounds.  According to the 

IELD’s 2019 budget report “This single project doubled the amount of distributed solar generation 

in Ipswich, which [at the end of 2017] totaled over 1,650 kW in nameplate capacity across 100 

customer-owned systems.”  According to IELD’s 2020 budget report, as of 2018 year-end, the 

Town had an installed solar capacity of 1,775 kW.  

 

Ipswich instituted net metering for renewable energy generation in 2006.   With net metering, a 

utility customer generating their own electricity from solar panels (or other form of renewable 

energy) can receive credit for any unused power they put back into the grid for the utility to supply 

to other customers.  Net metering as a policy provides incentives for individual solar (or wind) 

generators to invest in renewables technology for the credits received and applied against the cost 

of using the grid when the sun is not shining or wind not blowing.   In September 2017, the Ipswich 

Electric Light Department updated its net metering policy with a new credit scheme and caps on 

electricity output to reflect advances in solar technology and efficiencies in installation.  The IELD 

no longer uses the term “net metering,” instead naming the new guidance the distributed generation 

policy. 

 

In May 2011 Ipswich installed its first wind turbine on the former Town Farm site, with grant 

assistance awarded to the School Department. In 2012 the town executed a lease on land also at the 

Town Farm site to a private firm that installed a second turbine—so-called “Wind 2”—in December 

of 2012.  Unfortunately, due to a mechanical fire in October 2018, Wind 2 is no longer functional. 

The IELD considered different replacement options as of 2019 while awaiting a legal opinion on 

Town control over the project.  A private company owned Wind 2 as of 2019 and its solvency was 

in question.   According to IELD, annual electricity production from Wind 1 was approximately 

3,700 MWh for 2018.” 

 

Instrumental in moving the town toward these progressive actions was the Select Board-appointed 

Commission on Energy Use and Climate Protection (CEUCP), and Ipswich Citizens Advocating 

Renewable Energy (ICARE), ICARE, a loose organization of citizens dedicated to public education 

and advocacy. They have promoted renewable energy and efficiency through public forums and 

community festivals showcasing new technologies. The CEUCP, composed of citizens, members 

of the business community, and town officials, articulated a vision for renewable energy and 

efficiency in its May 2011 Climate Action Plan. A new group appointed by the Select Board, the 

Climate Change Committee, was organized for a fixed purpose - to update the Climate Action Plan 

in 2017. The Climate Action Plan cited emissions offsets as one of the important benefits of open 
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space preservation, while also noting the potential for hosting renewable energy installations on 

undeveloped land. 

 

The Planning Board and Open Space Committee are following closely the potential land use 

conflicts for renewable energy developments and land and habitat protection. 

 

Ipswich Becoming a Green Community 

 

As an outgrowth of the process to update the Climate Action Plan in 2017, a group of citizens 

advocated for Ipswich to join the Massachusetts Green Communities (GC) Program. The GC 

Program is funded from Regional Greenhouse Gas Initiative receipts, and currently boasts over 240 

communities participating out of the total of 351 communities in MA. The program is designed to 

support municipal government in reducing greenhouse gas emissions by funding projects in fuel 

efficiency and renewable energy.  

 

In 2019, Ipswich put in place the requirements to join the program – adopted the Stretch Building 

Code, adopted fuel efficient vehicle policy, and demonstrated that zoning can accommodate 

businesses that either manufacture or assemble renewable energy equipment and can approve 

projects within 60 days. Since Ipswich is an MLP community, we also had to adopt a charge of 

.0005/kWh sold by the ELD and sign an irrevocable agreement with the Massachusetts Clean 

Energy Center to remit those funds to the Renewable Energy Trust Fund. This amounts to about 

$.35/average residential electric user/month. This charge and transfer were approved in September 

of 2019 and will go into effect on January 1, 2020. With the completion of the Town’s Energy 

Reduction Plan in November of 2019, the Green Communities application was submitted to the 

state Department of Energy Resources. Ipswich should be informed in the spring of 2020 regarding 

action on our application. 

 

The primary impact of Ipswich’s participation in the GC Program on open land resources is the 

reduction of greenhouse gases, and thus the reduction of the Town’s contribution to climate change 

and sea level rise. As the resources of the GC Program evolve, new programs may be available that 

address more directly protection of open spaces, such as reforestation or assessments of locating 

renewable energy on already developed sites to avoid using open lands. 

 

Sea Level Rise 

 

Sea level rise associated with climate change has the potential to significantly alter the coastal 

environment of Ipswich in the coming decades. With approximately one third of the town’s land 

mass either salt marsh or barrier beach and nearly one half in federally designated flood zones, sea 

level rise will play a prominent role in the town’s future.  Already, regular storm and tidal events 

provide convincing evidence that climate change and sea level rise are current realities in Ipswich, 

not simply distant threats.  Since the 2013 OSRP report, flooding has undermined roads, culverts 

and even railroad beds. High tides inundating the causeway to Crane Beach have turned back 

visitors, while for residents of Great Neck and Little Neck those same tides and winter storms 

regularly make their homes inaccessible from the town center.  Parallel to the physical erosion of 

beaches, dunes, and marsh banks, studies show that the prospect of increased risk from sea level 
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rise has eroded home values near the shore in Massachusetts and along the rest of the Eastern 

Seaboard. 

 

Surrounding Ipswich and stretching from Salisbury to Gloucester, the 20,000-acre coastal estuary 

and intertidal salt marsh known as the Great Marsh is highly vulnerable to the effects of sea level 

rise. Since 2015 the Great Marsh Resiliency Project, including Ipswich and neighboring 

communities, has leveraged government grant funding and the expertise of local, regional, and 

national non-profit organizations, to study immediate and long-term impacts of sea level rise. A 

2016 informational brochure published by the Great Marsh Resiliency Project summarized the 

town’s vulnerability this way: 

             

Ipswich has high exposure to coastal flooding, riverine flooding, and erosion due to its 

topography, hydrology, and geographic location.  Plum Island and Crane Beach face the 

open ocean and are highly exposed to wind, wave action, and sea level rise – with no 

buffering landmass to diminish these hazards.  Interior portions of Ipswich rely on these 

barrier beaches to buffer the worst storm effects.  However, the extensive number of tidal 

creeks and channels, combined with the overall low topography, can lead to widespread 

inland flooding. (PIE-Rivers brochure, page 1) 

  

The town’s Climate Change Committee put it more bluntly in a 2017 report to the Finance 

Committee: “We in Ipswich have a bull’s eye on our back as it pertains to sea level rise.”  Ipswich 

ecologist Tim Purinton has stated that “rising sea level – driven primarily by a warming climate – 

may submerge North Shore’s Great Marsh to such an extent that it will more resemble the mud flats 

and open water of Plum Island Sound than the iconic salt-hay landscape.”   Rising seas are 

significant not only for the fact that they are rising, but also for the faster rates at which they rise.  

Much scientific literature cites the fastest sea level rise in coastal New England.  Anne Giblin, senior 

scientist at the Marine Biological Laboratory and a director for Plum Island Ecosystems LTER, 

notes that the pace of sea level rise has implications for the survival of our marshes.  “Historic data 

would suggest that marshes can’t withstand a sea-level rise rate of more than about a centimeter a 

year,” said Giblin, as quoted in a September 2019 interview on WBUR radio. “There’s a real 

concern that climate change is going to cause us to lose our marshes just at a period of time when 

there’s increased emphasis on their role for storm protection.”  In a September 2019 special report, 

the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) urged immediate action to thwart the 

destruction of important marine ecosystems such as marsh lands from accelerated sea level rise. 

 

With such threats looming, Ipswich has been actively assessing its exposure and creating plans for 

protecting its business, residential, and ecological assets in anticipation of a changing seascape.   As 

summarized in a 2019 Community Development Plan document, “Over the last five years, the Town 

of Ipswich has prioritized climate resiliency planning.”  Among the planning documents produced, 

either locally focused or as part of regional collaborations, are the 2017 Great Marsh Coastal 

Adaption Plan; the 2017 Climate Action Plan; the 2018 Hazard Mitigation Plan; the 2019 

Municipal Vulnerability Preparedness (MVP) Plan; and the 2018 Businesses Acting on Rising Seas 

Report (BARS). 
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These documents lay out detailed, clinical observations of current conditions in key locations and 

project the likelihood and severity of storm and tidal flooding events 50 years into the future.  For 

instance, the Great Marsh Coastal Adaptation Plan asserts that “[p]resent day estimates (2013) … 

indicate that approximately 25% of the town is vulnerable to coastal inundation—depending on the 

severity of the storm.  That number climbs to 30% in 2070.  Of the areas subject to coastal 

inundation, the vast majority are subject to nearly annual or semi-annual flooding—now and in 

2070.”  Color coded maps show potential flooding of between one and 10 feet or greater in 

downtown Ipswich, the sewage pump station at the town wharf, a section of Route 1A crossing the 

Muddy Run watershed (near Ipswich Bottle Shop), and Crane Beach.  Major storms (estimated with 

a likelihood of 1% to 0.2% or a one in 100 or 500 chance of occurring) could flood areas of Market 

Street and the parking lot behind the U.S. Post Office, the entire town wharf and the portion of 

Jeffrey’s Neck Road behind it, and the majority of Crane Beach.  With respect to Crane Beach, U.S. 

Geological Survey analysis shows a 1% likelihood (one in 100 chance) that a storm will flood 74% 

of the beach’s area today with between one and 20 feet of water.  These percentages rise to flooding 

of 86% of the beach’s area by 2070 with depths of between five and 20 feet. 

 

The economic impact of a relatively small 10% (10-year) storm, according to the Adaptation Plan, 

could be significant: a 10% (10-year) storm has the potential to cause as much as $21 million dollars 

in infrastructure damage and business disruption. A larger 1% (100-year) storm may cause as much 

as $68 million in damage and a 0.2% (500-year) storm as much as $94 million.  And although the 

probability of a one in 100 or one in 500 chance mega-storm sounds remote, such storms are 

occurring more frequently.   Scientists acknowledge that the terminology is confusing, since a 100-

year or 500-year storm or flood can happen within the same decade or even two years in a row—as 

happened in North Carolina with hurricanes Arthur (2014), Matthew (2016), Florence (2018), and 

Dorian (2019). 

             

The Great Marsh Coastal Adaptation Plan recommends a number of adaptive strategies in 

response.  The first step is to maintain robust coastal ecosystems, by limiting—if not eliminating—

pollution and other influences undermining them.  Examples of undermining influences include 

toxics and nutrient runoff, invasive exotic vegetation, rigid beach containment, and shoreline 

development.  According to the plan, it is essential that natural resource conservation and 

management focus on protecting and enhancing biodiversity within and across ecosystems since 

healthy systems underpin resiliency and their capacity to adapt.   Specific strategies recommended 

in the plan include eradicating invasive species, reducing nutrient and bacterial pollution in storm 

water, removing tidal and freshwater restrictions (bridges, culverts, dams, sea walls) fragmenting 

habitat, and eliminating increased water withdrawals that alter streams and aquifers.  Furthermore, 

communities, natural resource managers and practitioners within the Great Marsh region should use 

the Massachusetts BioMap2 as a tool for identifying core habitats and critical natural landscapes.  

BioMap2 is designed to guide strategic biodiversity conservation in Massachusetts by focusing land 

protection and stewardship on the areas most important for the long-term survival of rare and other 

native species and their habitats and a diversity of ecosystems. 

 

The Coastal Adaptation Plan further recommends researching and monitoring coastal hazards over 

time to gather new information and track long-term trends as well as acute changes. Information 

collected from monitoring, including flood depth, frequency of flooding, and erosion rates will help 
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guide infrastructure improvements and determine when managed retreat may be necessary.   

Additionally, to be successful in reducing vulnerability, climate projections should be incorporated 

into all community and regional planning efforts. Adaptation strategies should be considered in 

master plans, open space plans, and capital investment plans.  Climate change considerations should 

permeate through every facet of governmental planning. 

 

Infrastructure 

 

Transportation 

 

Transportation issues generally do not threaten or influence Ipswich’s open space assets beyond 

normal traffic and parking patterns.  As of this report’s writing, the main focus of transportation 

planning in Ipswich is how to safely integrate cycling and pedestrian interests with traditional motor 

vehicle traffic management.  The Town has a well-established trail system, which serves multiple 

recreational uses, including bicyclists, cross-country skiers, hikers, birders, beachgoers, day 

trippers, and geocachers.  See trails discussions in Sections 4B. Landscape Character, 4D. 

Vegetation, and 7B. Community Needs.  Also, Map 6A, “Recreational Resources,” shows the 

various trail locations in town.  For in-depth trail information, the “Ipswich Open Space GIS Story 

Map” found on the official town website (ipswichma.gov) provides detailed and interactive online 

access to the town’s open spaces and the trails that cross them.  The Essex County Trails Association 

(ECTA) is another resource for Ipswich trail information, as is Essex County Greenbelt, The 

Trustees of Reservations, Bay Circuit Trail & Greenway, and Mass Audubon. 

 

A central transportation challenge for Ipswich has been to carve out adequate infrastructure for its 

non-motorized transportation along major thoroughfares, namely pedestrian and cycling traffic.  It 

is not for lack of trying.  Plans and policies for enhancing pedestrian and cycling amenities have 

been on the books since the early 2000s, if not earlier.  Sidewalks have been required for all 

neighborhoods since the 1970s, and community development plans completed in 2003, updated in 

2008, and renewed in 2019-2020 all emphasize investment in and focus on making Ipswich both 

pedestrian and bicycle friendly.  The latest effort centers around the 2018 Complete Streets Policy, 

that promotes an ambitious list of pedestrian and cycling-oriented projects around town aimed at 

raising the profile and safety of non-motorized movement within and outside the town center. 

 

These policies and plans have succeeded to a point, but citizens regularly point to continued 

weaknesses.  The town’s rural roads, most built in the days of the horse and buggy (if not evolved 

from foot and cow paths), are narrow and ranging outside the town center.  Retroactively planning 

accommodations for bicycles and pedestrians on the outskirts is difficult, especially where roads 

cross wetlands and wooded areas and offer limited shoulders.  A long-standing, and as of yet, 

unsuccessful plan to site a bicycle and pedestrian trail along Argilla Road to the Crane Reservation 

is an example of this challenge. 

 

The Town has had more success improving its pedestrian amenities at its center, with regular 

investments in sidewalk projects along its major thoroughfares (Market Street and Five Corners, 

Lords Square, and North Main Street).  Projects further afield include extending sidewalks out 

Linebrook Road and along state Route 133’s Essex Road length.  The Riverwalk, first opened in 
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2005, and extended in 2019, is a centerpiece of the community and site of many festivals and music 

venues.  The latest CDP recommends siting denser housing and commercial development within 

walking distance of the commuter rail station to maximize the potential of the downtown. 

  

Building out cycling infrastructure has been less successful.  The town still lacks bike lanes on its 

roads, which cycling enthusiasts consider to be more dangerous than necessary.  In 2020, a 14-

member Cycle Safe Task Force, formally known as the Ipswich Pedestrian and Cycling Advocacy 

Group, was appointed with its stated mission: “To provide community leaders and Ipswich residents 

with a variety of safety imperatives and business initiatives, both near and long term, to make 

Ipswich a safer, more practical, and economically attractive place for residents and visitors to 

cycle.” Cycling safety overlaps with pedestrian well-being and access, as they both negotiate 

sharing town roads with cars and trucks. 

 

It has been observed that bicycle traffic in Ipswich has increased significantly in the last twenty 

years. There are increasing numbers of recreational cyclists on the streets, many of whom visit open 

space areas in Ipswich. Willowdale State Forest has become a popular destination for mountain 

bikers. Parking areas on Linebrook Road and Topsfield Road are often full, and riders cycle both 

in groups and individually. While the trail offerings at the state parks and Town open spaces present 

a terrific opportunity for additional users to experience the wonders of nature, there are potential 

adverse impacts of these activities on the natural resources and wildlife of Willowdale State Forest. 

Many in the mountain bike community are committed to maintaining trails in good condition and 

evidence of improvements exists in the state parks (NEMBA, ECTA, DCR partnerships). 

 

The functional use of bicycles by residents as a mode of local transportation seems to be growing. 

While such users may not increase the demand for active use of open lands, many resources are 

also accessed for hiking by bicyclists. In response to all of the issues above, the town is including 

bicycle traffic in its pavement management plans, and is considering ways to accommodate cyclists 

when repaving or street reconstruction is undertaken. 

 

Ipswich's accessible coastal location 30 miles north of Boston has made it a desirable commuter 

suburb. The ongoing improvements to commuter rail service to Boston have further enhanced its 

attractiveness. The older transportation routes in town, U.S. 1, state Routes 1A and 133, and 

Linebrook and Topsfield roads, have all been upgraded and can, in part, be driven at fairly high 

speeds. This has made these roads somewhat less desirable for residential use, but has maintained 

the ability of residents to commute greater distances to work. Conversely, it has stimulated the 

commercial and light industrial development of some of these corridors, providing more jobs in 

town. 

 

The presence of the MBTA commuter rail station has always been an important factor to commuters 

moving to town. The extension of the line to Newburyport in the 1990s has put pressure on available 

parking for Ipswich residents. The town is currently seeking ways to make the MBTA more 

accessible within the community. Adequate parking for the train remained a challenge as of 2019, 

with the Town creating restrictions to limit non-resident vehicles in the MBTA parking lot and 

surrounding streets during daytime hours.  Pedestrians have better access to the MBTA station with 
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the Riverwalk pedestrian bridge and are able to use additional commuter parking in the public lot 

by the Police Station, referred to as the “South Main Street Lot”. 

 

Harbor and Waterways Management 

 

With the growing use of Ipswich’s coastal natural resources by boaters, beach-goers, anglers, and 

tourists alike, the Town has embarked on an effort to plan for managing its seaside and estuary 

assets more effectively.  Starting in 2019 and continuing through 2020, the seven-member 

Waterways Advisory Committee and the Office of the Harbormaster, took the first steps in 

developing the Ipswich Harbor and Waterways Plan.  The group has received support and resources 

from the Urban Harbors Institute (UHI) at the University of Massachusetts. 

 

The plan creates a management vision for the harbor and anticipates serving as a guide for public 

and private decision making on the future of the harbor and waterfront.  Among its goals are to 

protect and support the commercial shell fishing industry as a key economic driver for the town and 

region.  Elements of the plan also include consideration of navigation improvements and dredging; 

recreational boating infrastructure such as launches, docks/piers, moorings, and boating services; 

competing recreational uses of the harbor and river estuary; commercial access infrastructure; 

public safety infrastructure; public access and beach management; fisheries; water quality; and 

natural resource protection. 

 

One example of the issues to be tackled is the large number of moorings: how best to manage their 

role and scale in proportion to the harbor and waterways as a whole.  Are there too many moorings; 

are there better ways to situate them?  Questions also surround the Town Wharf, one of the most 

heavily used in the state.  For instance, does the current parking configuration work; should changes 

be made to improve access for fishermen and recreational boaters alike; should access be limited to 

Town residents?  The wharf launch ramp, docks, and wall areas were renovated during 2020.  

Overflow parking routinely occurs at Town Hall during busy summer weekends. 

 

Ipswich is also on a list of North Shore coastal communities being considered for dredging projects 

to improve waterway access at all tides.  It is well known by boaters here that safe passage is 

considered limited to three hours on either side of high tide (three hours before and three hours 

after).  At low tide, many boats cannot pass over the river lengths where the depth may be below 

one or two feet of standing water.  According to a 2019 survey of North Shore communities, the 

only federal dredging projects listed for Ipswich occurred in 1887 and 1894. 

 

Water Supply System 

 

Almost the entire town (98%) has public water service. The town water supply is drawn from 2 

reservoirs and 5 groundwater wells that are located in the Ipswich River and Parker River 

watersheds. (See Map 5).  The water supply system was constructed over a period of decades, 

starting in the 1890s. The main sources are the reservoirs that impound the flow of Dow and Bull 

brooks. The expansion of Bull Brook Reservoir and construction of a water treatment plant were 

completed in 1988, both increasing the supply of available water and improving the quality.   
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Homes and businesses not served by public water are supplied by private wells. Access to water 

could limit development, although so far this has not occurred. In some parts of town, the absence 

of standpipes to store water results in inadequate water pressure for fighting fires. 

 

In the early 2000s Ipswich began several initiatives to better monitor and manage water use.  Those 

included replacing quarterly billing with monthly billing, enhancing conservation and education 

efforts, adoption of a drought management plan and implementation of a seasonal rate structure for 

residential customers during the summer months (May 1 to September 30) to curb outdoor water 

use. These initiatives have proved effective in reducing water consumption.  

 

The Water Department has completed over $10 million of capital improvements to its water 

distribution system since the early 2000’s.  Improvements focus on replacement of old and failing 

pipes.  This improves reliability and reduces water loss due to leaks.  Annual leak detection surveys 

are conducted on the entire distribution system to minimize water loss. 

 

In 2013 the EPA issued a Manganese Health Advisory that warned water suppliers and its customers 

that high levels of Manganese (Mn) in drinking water can be harmful.  Ipswich has two groundwater 

sources that have levels of Mn exceeding health advisory levels.  In response, the town voluntarily 

reduced the use of these two wells and further restricted the flow rates when the sources operate.  

This has allowed the town to maintain acceptable levels of Mn in the distribution system.  However, 

the reduced well capacity limits the operational flexibility during drought conditions and equipment 

failures.  The town has evaluated several options to address these source limitations.  The most 

advantageous include development of a new source (a potential site has been identified on town 

owned land at 215 Linebrook Road), pumping Browns Well water to the Water Treatment Plant for 

treatment, and reservoir expansion.  The town continues to evaluate the viability of these options to 

enhance system redundancy, reliability and resiliency. 

 

The town often issues water conservation restrictions or bans due to local drought conditions and 

excessive seasonal water demand.  The drought in 2016 drove home the vulnerability of Ipswich’s 

water supply and the need to conserve and plan for long-term demand pressures.  In response to 

lessons from 2016, the Water Department initiated several projects in 2017 to address water supply 

concerns. An outdoor water use by-law was passed at the 2017 Annual Town Meeting, which 

restricts use of private water sources during emergency conditions and provides the Water 

Department with greater enforcement ability.   

 

Ipswich contracted with engineering consultant, AECOM, to evaluate the current water supply and 

town-wide water demand (current and future). AECOM’s evaluation considered various options to 

enhance the water supply to meet future demand, as well as improve drought resiliency, as discussed 

above.   

 

The town’s water demands have decreased since the high of 1.32 million gallons per day (mgd) 

from 1995-1999 to an average for the period 2012-2016 of 1.01 mgd, while population continued 

to increase.  The water consumption rate in Ipswich is 48.4 gallons/day/person (based on averages 

taken between 2012 and 2016), a figure that compares favorably with reported statewide levels of 

water use. Many towns consume far above a state guideline of 65 gallons/day/person. This 



Open Space and Recreation Plan for the Town of Ipswich 2020-2027 

 

 

23 

 

demonstrates the effectiveness of the town’s efforts.    More recent figures stated by the Water 

Department director in July 2018, put consumption at 1.2 to 1.4 mgd during heavy summer use.  

Conservation efforts must be expanded through continued vigorous public education about water 

conservation and conservation practices. 

 

In 2019, a project with the Ipswich River Watershed Association, funded by a grant from the Barr 

Foundation’s “Accelerating Climate Resiliency” program, will include recommendations on 

strategies for improved water supply resiliency, including land use and water conservation actions. 

Establishing a water demand offset program (water bank), which some neighboring communities 

have done, may assist in accommodating future demand while reducing the damage that water 

withdrawals cause to the environment. The Town is currently exploring these recommendations 

which would require community-wide support.  

 

A number of water main breaks along High Street during 2017 and 2018, and leaks in the Dow 

Brook Reservoir dam discovered in April 2018 underscored the age of the water system and the 

expense of major repairs.  The town consistently responds to the immediate system needs, but has 

recognized that a more proactive approach is needed.  To better address the aging infrastructure, 

the town is developing an Asset Management Plan (AMP).  60% of the plan development is funded 

by MassDEP.  This plan was to be completed in 2020.  The Town’s Water Subcommittee is 

currently developing long-range plans to fund the capital asset replacement (CARE), which will be 

guiding by the AMP.  Establishing the CARE fund will necessitate broad community input and 

support.   

 

Ipswich has allowed improvements of the water system serving new large developments. Water 

lines were upgraded in 2005 to New England Biolabs a 60,000- square-foot research and 

development facility located on Route 1A on the Hamilton line. This facility has tied into the public 

water supply for both employee and industrial uses. To gain development approval, the owners 

made an agreement with the town to save 60 acres of open land (23 acres of upland and 37 acres of 

wetland), including land for trails and soccer fields for town use. 

 

Faced with current and future changes to climate conditions, and in order to fully accommodate 

future use, it is critical that Ipswich take steps to make existing supplies more sustainable under 

the threats of climate change, to reduce existing water use to the maximum extent possible, to 

address maintenance and infrastructure demands. 

 

Sewer System 

 

There are approximately 23 miles of sewer main in town, largely in the central area, with about 

50% of the town's population connected (Map 2).  The sewer system, including piping, pumping 

and treatment systems, were initially constructed in the late 1950’s.  The Wastewater Treatment 

Plant (WWTP) provides secondary treatment and was originally constructed to treat 5.4 million 

gallons per day (mgd) of wastewater.  This was sized based on full community build-out.  The 

facility currently treats approximately 1 mgd.  The current federal discharge permit allows treatment 

of up to 1.8 mgd, so additional growth can be accommodated by the facility under its current permit. 
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The Ipswich discharge permit has very stringent requirements due to the treated wastewater 

(effluent) discharge location (Greenwood Creek) being within an Area of Critical Environmental 

Concern (ACEC), near shellfish beds and bathing beaches.  

 

Major upgrades to WWTP were completed in the 1970’s, 1990’s and 2010’s to ensure the highest 

quality effluent, while maintaining an environmentally responsible operation.  These upgrades 

enhanced treatment by providing more efficient aeration, disinfection, sludge processing and 

septage receiving, while also providing energy and operational efficiencies.  The aeration process 

is completed using blowers and fine bubble diffusers, which replaced mechanical aerators.  The 

original disinfection process utilizing chlorine was replaced with environmentally friendly ultra-

violet disinfection.  Sludge processing was improved with the installation of a centrifuge to dewater 

sludge and refurbishment of the existing belt filter press.  The upgraded headworks facility includes 

a fine screen and wash press which compresses washed debris into a clean and compact waste 

product.  Dewatered sludge is transported to the town’s compost facility which is operated by a 

private contractor.  The composting process utilizes wastewater biosolids, yard waste from the 

community, food waste and other components to produce a high quality compost that is a useful 

agricultural product.  

 

The sewer collection has not been extended by the town since the mid 1990’s.  Recent sewer 

extensions are completed by private developers/residents and are privately funded.  The extensions 

are approved by the Sewer Commissions or Town Meeting (if the proposed extension is in excess 

of 500 feet).  These include an extension on High Street to Rosewood Drive, down Mitchell Road 

into the industrial park area, part way down Town Farm Road, Riverbank Lane, and Marshview 

Road. 

 

Sewer lines were extended about a half-mile out Essex Road (Route 133) to facilitate further 

commercial development and to accommodate an affordable housing project completed in 2005 by 

Habitat for Humanity. Lines have also been extended about 2,000 feet up High Street to serve a 

multi-family residential development permitted under MGL Chapter 40B (not requiring town 

meeting approval under the General Bylaws, Chapter XV, Section 16). Several existing activities 

fronting on this extended sewer have connected to it. 

 

The potential for extending sewer service to Jeffreys Neck was vigorously debated over a ten-year 

period from the 1990s to early 2000s. An extension to Little Neck was also explored but was not 

constructed. Instead, the Feoffees of the Grammar School, who were the trustees of the land until 

2012, decided to install a neighborhood tight tank to handle the wastewater from residential 

properties in the area. This was permitted by MassDEP and installed in 2005, and has been meeting 

the wastewater needs of the area. The waste collected in the tight tank is hauled to the WWTP by a 

private septage hauler for treatment.  The possibility of additional residential units being converted 

to year round units needs to be monitored by the town and the Planning Board for potential resource 

impacts. 

 

Housing development has often followed sewer extensions, since some sites are virtually not 

developable without sewer service. In fact, soils in large areas of Ipswich probably will not pass 

current soil absorption capacity test requirements. In other areas the soil capacity is severely limited. 
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Development, therefore, would be substantially facilitated by the availability of central sewer 

service. For example, the sewer extension proposed over the last decade to serve the entire Jeffreys 

Neck area could result in a 30% increase in homes on the Neck, an area already heavily developed. 

The Open Space Committee and town staff have been negotiating with the owners of most of the 

remaining open land on Great Neck. The committee’s goal is acquisition of this land to prevent its 

development resulting from the potential extension of the sewer. This would preserve a key wildlife 

habitat. 

 

New England Biolabs, rather than extending the sewer to their site on County Road (Route 1A), 

built a package treatment plant on-site to handle wastewater and solid waste from the employee and 

industrial uses.  

 

Long-Term Development Patterns 

 

Development in Ipswich is guided by the town’s Protective Zoning Bylaw. The town is divided into 

numerous zoning districts with corresponding use and dimensional regulations. (See Map 2) The 

zoning districts preserve the rural character, historical architecture, and natural resources of much 

of the town, while promoting dense, accessible development in central areas and along major 

thoroughfares. The Town may adjust the Zoning Bylaw from time to time to address changing 

desires and needs. 

 

According to 2017 ACS estimates, as reported in the 2019-2020 Community Development Plan’s 

draft Housing Profile document, there are 6,049 housing units in Ipswich.  The figure represents an 

increase of 42 new housing units between 2010 and 2017, a growth of less than one percent.  This 

number falls below the number of housing units projected for 2020 by the MAPC.  Permit data from 

the Ipswich Building Department suggests that the ACS figure is low as there were 110 permits for 

new housing units issued between 2011 and 2017, according to the CDP housing profile, which 

would mean that there were 6,117 housing units in 2017.  An issued permit does not necessarily 

mean that the unit was constructed, however.   The Symes Associates development at 173 and 178 

Linebrook Road proposed in 2018 was expected to add 51 units on 102 acres (70% of which will 

be permanently protected open space), and bring the housing stock closer to the MAPC projections.  

Three affordable housing projects, filed under Chapter 40B rules, would add more than 200 units if 

the projects come to fruition, although many uncertainties remained as of their respective planning 

and zoning reviews in early 2020. 

 

During the previous decade, the CDP housing profile maintains, between 2000 and 2010 the 

Ipswich housing stock grew seven percent, indicating that housing production slowed between 2010 

and 2017. The ACS (2017) estimates of the age of the housing stock further shows that housing 

production in Ipswich has slowed over a longer time period. Between 1980 and 1999, 1,399 housing 

units were constructed (nearly 25 percent of the current housing stock).  The figures from the U.S. 

Census and Ipswich Building Department estimate that between 2000 and June 2019, there have 

been 540 units constructed. 

 

Ipswich requires special permits for the construction of multifamily housing. Over the previous ten 

years, multifamily development has remained steady. Multifamily developments are permitted in 
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the Highway Business, General Business, Central Business and Intown Residence Districts, which 

are districts located close to the town center. Notable multifamily projects constructed during the 

previous ten years include The District Condominium at 30 South Main Street, 62-64 Central Street, 

48 Market Street, and 195-199 High Street. Other multifamily projects are under development as 

of this writing, such as 64-66 South Main Street, or approved but not yet under development, such 

as 83 High Street. Multifamily development (excluding 40B projects) is anticipated to only be 

allowed close to town center over the planning horizon of this plan. 

 

Any of the major landowners in town could experience financial difficulty or have the desire for 

more liquid assets. Either situation could prompt them to sell some of their land, undertake limited 

development projects or sell entire parcels outright. This has happened with the Catholic orders 

who owned large estates in town. Two of these three properties were sold. In anticipation of those 

sales, the town added a Great Estate Preservation Zoning Bylaw in 1997. The bylaw allowed varied 

development on these large estates instead of just residential development. This offers the town 

certain benefits, such as minimum set-asides of 30% for open space, preservation of historic 

buildings and scenic views along the frontage roads, and public access to the open space in 

perpetuity. The town also passed the Open Space, Recreation, and Water Supply Protection Fund, 

as well as the open space bond in the late 1990s and early 2000s. Through these efforts, the town 

was able to hire staff to oversee a land acquisition and protection program. These efforts have 

afforded the town the resources and expertise to protect land through a variety of mechanisms. 

 

In the context of this open space and recreation plan, the significance of new home construction is 

that it consumes open space while simultaneously increasing the demand for it. In other words, the 

same population forces that create additional need for open space are responsible for a decrease in 

that very resource. The current open space provision of the zoning bylaw "encourages the use of 

open space for agricultural, conservation, and/or passive recreational use." Recent changes have 

been made to stimulate increased use of the cluster zoning option and to increase the amount of 

open space protected by this option. Issues such as endangered species, forest fragmentation, 

wildlife corridors, and important plant communities must also be addressed if zoning is to be 

effective. 

 

Beyond general statements about landscaping in the new light industrial and commercial districts 

on U.S. 1, in the Highway Business District on Route 1A/133, and on designated scenic roads, 

current zoning includes detailed landscape preservation measures. The Great Estate Preservation 

Zoning Bylaw and the Site Plan Review (SPR) speak to maintaining trees, landscapes and views. 

In order for future growth to be desirable, these landscape characteristics must be considered as 

they have been in the Great Estate bylaw. Additions to the SPR require the plans to show wetland 

features and unique site features and to list their preservation as a general standard. Grading and 

clearing operations have been added as activities to which SPR review applies. Preservation of 

natural features and the requirement to provide information to identify them on subdivision plans 

should be strengthened in the Open Space Preservation Zoning Bylaw. This is particularly important 

since the town down-zoned all rural residential zones to two-acre zoning. This allows development 

at the one-acre density only for projects undertaken through the Open Space Preservation Zoning 

Bylaw and providing affordable housing units. The Great Estate by-law was amended in 2012 to 
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facilitate the protection of a major portion of the one remaining Great Estate – the Sisters of Notre 

Dame site. 

 

From early 2019 through 2020, the Town of Ipswich was in the midst of updating the 2003 

Community Development Plan for the next 20 years.  During the visioning process it was evident 

that the Town continues to value open space protection highly. Accordingly, it is expected that the 

final CDP will identify strategies for open space protection. 

 

Members of the Open Space Committee have served on regional land protection boards, and have 

participated in a number of regional land protection meetings. These meetings have made efforts to 

coordinate the goals of the open space committees for the communities that abut Ipswich. Important 

areas to protect that have been identified by a variety of organizations involved in land protection 

include the following: 

 

● The Prospect Hill area in Rowley and Ipswich that has a significant portion of the land 

protected, with some remaining parcels needing protection. The area hosts the Bay 

Circuit Trail. 

● The Egypt and Rowley River coastal watersheds that are important stream resources in 

the coastal environment and ACEC. 

● The Miles River watershed that stretches from Wenham to Ipswich and is in need of 

additional protection of abutting land. 

● The area surrounding U.S. 1 in Rowley and Ipswich. Significant industrial/commercial 

development in Rowley has opened up large amounts of land and fragmented the 

habitats on either side of the road. This area abuts the protected Hunsley Hills in Rowley 

as well as the areas abutting the Ipswich Country Club and Willowdale State Forest. 

● The Ipswich River corridor for its entire length in Ipswich. The upper river was used to 

generate power with two remaining dams on the river. The lower river was prominent 

in coastal uses such as navigation, fish landings and agriculture. Several organizations 

have recognized its historic and habitat value, and significant portions have already been 

protected. 

 

Essex County is fortunate to have Greenbelt, Massachusetts Audubon Society, and the Trustees 

involved in land protection in this area. They have coordinated local open space committees, 

collected plans and financially supported land protection work. 

 

Recently Ipswich has experienced significant growth in multi-family housing as a result of the 

issuance of special permits such as the projects at 195-199 High Street, 48 Market Street, 30 South 

Main Street, and 62 Central Street. Activity has been quieter on the front of standard subdivisions. 

The Willowdale Circle open space preservation subdivision was anticipated to be completed in 

2020.  

 

Ipswich has made a strong effort to build affordable housing and has had some important successes. 

A total of 40 affordable units were developed between 2012 and 2019. Under the Town’s liberal 

zoning by-law for accessory units, six accessory apartments were developed since 2012. While 

these are not deed-restricted as affordable units, the conditions of their development indicate they 
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will be affordable market rate units. 

 

The Open Space Committee has generally supported the development of affordable housing 

proposed for the downtown area. The Department of Planning and Development has allocated funds 

to update the Planned Production Plan to specify how the town will meet its affordable housing 

obligations. 

 

The protection of open space plays an important role in contributing not only to the increased 

enjoyment of abutting property owners, but also to the increased value of the surrounding 

properties. Studies show an increase in the value of privately-owned properties abutting protected 

open space. A study conducted for the Center for Rural Massachusetts compared the market value 

of smaller lots in cluster subdivisions with protected open space to conventional subdivisions with 

no open space. It was prepared to convince developers that they would not lose income by using 

the cluster concept. 

 

The results of this study demonstrated that homes on smaller lots abutting open space were generally 

as valuable as the same homes on larger lots. Further, if the open space were owned by a 

homeowners association, it would actually increase the total assessed value of the property. 

Telephone interviews with several realtors also confirmed that proximity to protected open space, 

especially with a view, does add some value to that property. The Center for Rural Massachusetts 

study notes that “the home-buyer, speaking in dollar terms through the marketplace, appears to have 

demonstrated a greater desire for a home with access and proximity to permanently protected land 

than for one located on a bigger lot, but without the open space amenity. 

 

Economy 

 

An overview of the town’s existing economy provides background for examining issues related to 

economic development. These include zoning, the strengths and weaknesses of individual 

industries, and the potential of the town’s business areas and industries to meet goals related to 

employment and overall economic health. The following statistics are the most recent from the U.S. 

Census, the Massachusetts Division of Employment and Training, the Metropolitan Area Planning 

Council (MAPC), and the Town of Ipswich. Most data refer to jobs provided by employers located 

in Ipswich, while other information is provided for employment of Ipswich residents, many of 

whom are employed out of town. 

 

Labor force and employment 

 

There were 7,626 Ipswich residents who were employed in 2015, and an unemployment rate of 4% 

among town residents. This is an increase of 228 employed residents since 2011. Historically, 

Ipswich residents are better educated than their Essex County counterparts, with higher percentages 

of Ipswich residents receiving both bachelors’ and masters’ degrees. On average, Ipswich residents 

have a higher level of education than both Essex County and state residents.  

 

State employment data for 2017 revealed that Ipswich supported an average monthly employment 

of 5,689—that is, all jobs located in Ipswich whether filled by residents or non-residents. The 5689 
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jobs in Ipswich in 2017 compared to only 3,927 local jobs in 2000, an increase of 1,762 jobs. This 

represents the success of the Great Estate By-law, marrying land protection and historic 

preservation with business development. The increase in employment results largely from the 

opening of New England Biolabs at the former Don Bosco property, and from EBSCO Publishing 

in the former Sylvania mill. As of 2017, the largest employment sectors are manufacturing and 

durable goods manufacturing (36.8%), wholesale and retail trade (14%), and other services (9.8%). 

The average weekly wages of the major employment sectors is also important to note. Both largest 

employment sectors showed average weekly wages of about $1,600/week in 2011, for an 

annualized salary of $83,200. This is an impressive achievement for a small community. Total 

wages for wholesale trade was about $97 million, and $92 million for manufacturing. 

 

Major employers include: 

 

● EBSCO Publishing, a software publishing company, is presently the largest private-

sector employer in town, with about 1,000 employees. EBSCO relocated from Peabody 

to Ipswich in 1995. It occupies four buildings in the town center and is considering 

further expansion. 

 

● Ipswich Shellfish Company, another major employer, is located in the Ipswich 

Business Park, an industrial park on Hayward Street. The company expanded several 

years ago with construction of a retail market building adjacent to the operations 

buildings. Current employment was approximately 120 in the summer months. In 

addition to wholesale operations, the company sells shellfish in a retail store. 

 

● New England Biolabs, an enzyme company, has a corporate headquarters on one of the 

Great Estate sites. The facility includes a building with 150,000 square feet of lab space 

as well as a rehabilitated historic building (part of the original estate) containing 50,000 

square feet of office space. The facility opened in 2005 and employs roughly 400 

workers. In late 2019 New England Biolabs initiated the permitting process for an 

80,000 sq. ft. addition to their main facility. 

 

As of 2017, the town’s retail sector included 46 establishments with 335 employees, a significant 

drop from the 55 establishments with 468 employees in 1997. Accommodation and Food Services, 

key to serving visitors to the town’s wealth of outdoor resources, shows a total of 32 businesses 

employing 277 people. Total wages for this sector was about $5.5 million in 2011. 

 

Agriculture 

 

Agriculture represents a small portion of the town’s economic base, but makes a large contribution 

to the land base, community character and self-perception as a semi-rural community. According 

to 2020 data from the Ipswich Planning office, the town has about 2,110 acres of land assessed 

under Chapters 61 and 61A-B for agricultural tax abatement, or about 10% of the town’s land area. 

That acreage has decreased about eight percent from the total reported in 2013.  In order to receive 

this assessment, a significant portion of the land must be in active production or set aside for 
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recreational or open space use. There is a total of 1,402 acres of land in Chapter 61A that is in active 

crop, orchard, or hayfield use.  The figure represents a two percent increase since the 2013 report. 

 

Economic statistics for agriculture in Ipswich are not available (one guesstimate put total annual 

product sales from Ipswich farms at approximately $3 million as of 2019), but statistics for Essex 

County shed some light on the relative importance of the industry. In 2017, agriculture in Essex 

County produced nearly $33 million worth of sales.  Many farms are oriented partially or mainly 

toward direct retail sales to the public. Major farm crops in Ipswich include apples, corn, squash, 

tomatoes, strawberries, and hay. Some of the town’s farms have added an “agri-tourism” component 

to their business, attracting customers to the farms to participate in activities such as pick-your-own 

and petting zoos, and to purchase prepared foods such as breads and pies.  Appleton Farms reported 

receiving over 100,000 visitors annually as of 2019, according to consultants preparing the 2020 

CDP.  Marini Farms has instituted a major holiday shop, with tree and green sales, in addition to 

their busy autumn Corn Maze and fun park attractions for children.  Russell Orchards is noticeably 

busy for fall apple picking season, with overflow parking regularly required to manage the influx 

of out-of-town visitors.  From 2014 through 2017, Ipswich hosted a seasonal farmer’s market on 

the Town’s Center Green on South Main Street.  After a four-year run the weekly market was 

suspended, and two one-time “pop-up” markets were held in 2018 and 2019.  Due to staffing 

challenges and financial considerations, as of early 2020 the market was not expected to continue.  

The market was a welcome sales venue for a few of the area's small farmers, local food purveyors, 

and hand crafters, and was a rewarding community gathering place for residents and visitors alike, 

but faced considerable competition from local farms with retail presences and successful CSA 

operations. 

 

In 2001, a subcommittee of the town’s Growth Management Steering Committee prepared a report 

on family farms in Ipswich.  In 2010 this was followed by development of the Agriculture in Ipswich 

report. The earlier report identified agriculture as a primary contributor to the town’s character, 

open space and way of life, but pointed out that few of Ipswich’s farmers rely solely on farm income 

for their livelihood. Farm costs (such as equipment, labor, chemicals) have increased in recent years 

and revenues have stayed relatively flat. As a result, farming in the town is often a break-even 

business that must be supplemented by outside income. The report concluded that many farmers 

remain in business because they enjoy the lifestyle or wish to carry on a family tradition. Typically, 

in Ipswich, farmers have not sold their land unless forced to by financial duress. 

 

The 2010 report developed extensive recommendations to support farms and farmers, and to more 

fully integrate them into the town’s economy.  More specifically, the recommendations include 

improving farmers’ knowledge and involvement in the local regulatory process and representation 

on town boards and committees.  Promotion of best practices, tax relief, and better advertising 

Ipswich’s farming assets and contributions were also recommended.  The report also worked to 

map farm lands and identify new lands that existing or new farmers could access for production. 

(See Map 3) The Agricultural Study Implementation Committee was established to carry forward 

some of the recommendations. The group met several times over 2011 and 2012 to accomplish that.  

As of early 2020, the farm community had succeeded in creating an active relationship with Ipswich 

schools, witnessed by the garden projects on display at Ipswich High and Middle Schools. 
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Appleton Farm, owned by The Trustees of Reservations, has undertaken extensive agricultural 

production. Appleton has a 600-member Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) program, and 

has also become an important agri-tourism attraction. The farm now produces a wide array of 

vegetables, flowers, meat, milk, and eggs. The animal products are sold to the public from a six 

day/week farm store located on the site that began operations in 2011. 

 

Agricultural statistics from Essex County and the 2010 agricultural report underscore some of the 

challenges and opportunities of farming in a metropolitan area. In general, the most successful farms 

have adapted by including an agri-tourism component, adding a retail store to sell directly to the 

public, or shifting to “niche” markets. These markets, such as organics, specialty crops and flowers, 

bring in higher revenues than “commodity” crops. Many have also included a “value-added” 

component to their business, preparing foods such as jams, cider, pies and ice cream from the raw 

foods produced on the farm.  

 

Shellfish industry 

 

Ipswich is one of the top shellfish producers in the state.  In 2016 the town landed 930,500 pounds 

of shellfish, valued at $1.78 million.   Commercial shellfishing in 2010 landed 1.5 million pounds 

of softshell clams. This harvest had a total value of about $2 million and an estimated economic 

impact in the area of $8 million. 

 

The shellfishing industry fluctuates from year to year depending on biological and weather 

conditions. The number of commercial shellfish permits also fluctuates with the availability of 

clams, with 130 commercial permits issued in 2012. Shellfishing in Ipswich is rarely the sole source 

of income for shellfishers; instead, it is often a second job or a weekend pursuit. Since licensed 

shellfish dealers purchase all of the commercial harvest, shellfish processing and wholesale is a 

significant industry in Ipswich.  In addition to the 130 commercial shellfishing permits, there are 

450 recreational permits. There are no estimates on the harvest from these recreational permits. 

 

The health of the shellfish industry is closely tied to conditions in the coastal areas where shellfish 

are found. For example, a red tide in the early 1970s completely closed the town’s shellfish beds 

for several months. Periodic red tide closings have occurred in recent years up to the present, with 

the worst since the 1970s occurring in 2005. After large rains, runoff is washed into the creeks and 

marshes, bringing with it fecal coliform and other pollutants. As a result, certain potential 

shellfishing areas in Ipswich are completely closed to shellfishing or are closed after storms. If 

pollution sources can be found and eliminated, some of these areas could be re-opened for 

shellfishing, potentially increasing the size of that industry.  

 

Tourism 

 

With the largest collection of First Period homes in the nation, (59 out of 250 still standing pre-

1725 structures, Map 4) situated in street-scapes that are largely unchanged since the colonial era, 

Ipswich attracts tourists regionally and internationally.  
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The Ipswich Visitors Center, located on the center green, in the heart of our downtown, welcomes 

5000+ visitors, annually, providing orientation and customized information on attractions and local 

historic resources Memorial Day to the end of October. Maps and self-guided walking tours are 

available that explore downtown, The Riverwalk and wharf, as well as our large inventory of 

historic homes. Guided tours with the Town Historian can be arranged by appointment. Ancestry 

tourism is big and HistoricIpswich.ORG offers a wealth of well-organized information; local lore, 

historic photographic collections along with a plethora of categorized links to local business of 

interest and up-to-date information on local events and happenings.  

 

The town also supports a strong agri-tourism industry, with a number of family-owned and/or 

operated farms that provide visitors with a hands-on agricultural experience, allowing them to pick 

apples, raspberries, strawberries and other fruits in-season. Ipswich’s open fields and farms also 

contribute to the town’s scenic character, which is a major attraction for tourists.  

Appleton Farm, granted to the Appleton Family by King George is the oldest continually operating 

farm in the nation. Now run by the Trustees of Reservation it is a thriving example of farm life and 

culture. Farm roads lined with stone walls and historic farm buildings are backdrop to an active 

CSA and dairy farm. Together provide basis for agricultural enrichment programs including that 

run throughout the year including summer camps, family friendly farms days and a full array of 

adult educational programming and cooking classes. The Trustees permit public access along miles 

of wooded bridle paths for hiking, horseback riding, cross-country skiing and dog walking through 

forest, wetlands and rolling grasslands. 

  

Crane Estate is a permanently protected 2,100-acre site owned and operated by the non-profit The 

Trustees of Reservations. It draws hundreds of thousands of visitors to the town annually to enjoy 

the scenic coast, views of uninterrupted views of The Great Salt Marsh and Crane Beach. A building 

on the former Crane property has been converted to a bed and breakfast, the Inn at Castle Hill. The 

Trustees use proceeds from The Inn to fund land preservation activities.  Trustees of Reservation 

properties reported increasing visitation numbers in the five years leading up to 2019, according to 

the 2019 CDP Economic Development Profile, particularly those (Crane Beach and Castle Hill) 

which draw out-of-town visitors.  Castle Hill attracts over 60,000 people each year and saw a 47% 

increase in visitation between 2015 and 2019.  Crane Beach attracted over 300,000 visitors each 

year. (375,000, TTOR, 2019) 

 

Ipswich-Essex Explorer, the seasonal weekend shuttle providing transport to beachgoers from 

across the state, also reported increased ridership. 

 

The town currently has 90 hotel/motel/bed-and-breakfast rooms available. Added to this a growing 

number of house and room rentals listed on platforms like VRBO and Airbnb. Beyond places to 

stay, online platforms are listing experience opportunities that include canoe, kayak and bike 

rentals, sailing excursions and novelty tours such as snorkeling & birdwatching just to name a few. 

 

Most Ipswich residents support tourism in the town and see it as a good way to keep town businesses 

and downtown viable. However, some residents do not support increased tourism, fearing 

consequences such as increased traffic. Recent measures to encourage tourism have included 

improvements to the pedestrian environment of the town center by reconfiguring intersections, 
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upgrading pedestrian amenities and adding landscaping treatments. In addition, the Riverwalk over 

and along the Ipswich River, connecting the west section of the town center to the east side by the 

Visitors Center, has been a positive attraction. The historical mural on the EBSCO building abutting 

the Riverwalk has also been an attraction. The Riverwalk area has become an important venue for 

town festivals and events. 

 

Ipswich’s economic development goals favor continued job growth as well as the expansion of the 

business tax base. However, the town does not want to promote business growth at the expense of 

its natural resources and community character. Accordingly, the Economic Development Action 

Plan section of the 2003 CDP focuses not only on attracting appropriate business development, but 

also on ensuring that this development is compatible with these important town values. The plan 

recommends making the best possible use of existing business areas as well as undeveloped land 

zoned currently for economic development, rather than re-zoning additional land for business use. 

Within existing business-zoned areas, the CDP takes a detailed look at allowed uses and design 

guidelines, and suggests improvements to these policies.  

 

Locations for new or expanded business activity are largely within existing business zones as noted 

above. The Great Estate Preservation Bylaw has allowed business activities (a golf course, 

restaurant, small inn, and biotech firm) on large estates in return for land protection and preservation 

of historic estate homes. The Planning Board and Town Meeting have considered over the last 

several years whether allowing such development on specific additional sites is wise, but no bylaw 

changes have been approved. 
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SECTION 4. ENVIRONMENTAL INVENTORY AND ANALYSIS 

Ipswich’s scenic hills, fields, beaches, dunes, and marshes owe their existence to retreating glaciers 

and millennia of plant and animal life cycles that formed the ecosystems we have today. Those 

processes occurring many thousands of years ago set the conditions that influence current 

livelihoods and activities, from home development, to agriculture, to recreation on land and in the 

water. The town’s natural heritage is not invulnerable, however, and work continues to ensure that 

it is protected for future generations.  

4A. Geology, Soils and Topography 

Much of the surficial geology, soils and topography in Ipswich can be related directly or indirectly 

to the advance and retreat of the continental ice sheet that covered the area during the Wisconsin 

stage of the Pleistocene Period. The advancing ice carried with it debris from previously 

unconsolidated deposits as well as fine rock particles and larger fragments scoured from the bedrock 

surface. Most of these materials were redeposited by the ice as masses of till. The till was deposited 

primarily as moraines and drumlins. A thin till veneer exists just above the bedrock but it is obscured 

by subsequent deposits in most places. These moraines and drumlins, which generally range from 

80-200 feet above sea level, form prominent features of the landscape. (See Map 3) The largest of 

these, Turkey Hill, rises to a height of 251 feet. Other prominent hills include Heartbreak, Jewett, 

Steep, Castle, Turner, Town, Bartholemew, Northridge and Tilton. Many of these offer spectacular 

views of the coastal area. 

As the ice sheet began to retreat, significant amounts of glaciofluvial (outwash) deposits were made 

throughout the town by the glacial meltwater. These deposits are primarily sand and gravel and 

were deposited in the form of kames, kame terraces, kame deltas, ice channel fillings, and collapsed 

stratified drift. They occur both at the surface and in underlying post-glaciation deposits. These 

deposits formed some terraces at elevations of 20-80 feet, some mound ridges, and two well-defined 

eskers in the town. The sand and gravel deposits, although plentiful, are small to moderate in size, 

which limits their economic significance. In addition, many of these deposits lie within residentially 

zoned or conservation areas, preventing their exploitation. 

 

After the melting of the glaciers, the sea level rose rapidly to a point about 40-80 feet above the 

current sea level. This inundation is evidenced by marine silts, sands and clays deposited over till 

and glaciofluvial deposits in large areas in the eastern half of the town. Much of the lowland east 

of U.S. 1 consists of these deposits. In addition, beaches and sand dunes were deposited during this 

period at and above the old shoreline at elevations that are currently 80-100 feet above sea level. 

These unique features may be seen on the north slopes of Turkey, Town and Bartholomew hills. 

The subsequent withdrawal of the sea to a point below but near the current shoreline occurred 

rapidly about 9,000 years ago. At that time, wide-scale crustal rebound and uplift took place after 

the weight of the glacier was removed. Significant post-glacial deposits have since occurred and 

complete the current geological makeup of the town. These include saltwater marsh deposits, 

freshwater swamp deposits, alluvial deposits in the Ipswich River valley, and beach and dune 

deposits. Although laid down very recently, these deposits account for nearly 50% of the surficial 
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geology of Ipswich. For example, approximately 21% of the town (4,500 acres) is salt marsh, 10% 

(2,000 acres) is freshwater swamp, and 10% is beach and sand dunes (eight miles; over 2,000 acres). 

These modern deposits, when taken together with the several prominent moraines and drumlins, 

account for the most significant features in the community. 

Complex geologic and vegetative successional history has produced a variety of soil types in 

Ipswich. The U.S. Soil Conservation Service has described at least 71 different soils. 

Approximately 90% of the total surface area of Ipswich can be grouped into one of four soil-type 

associations: 

1. Ipswich-Westbrook Udipsamments – 30% (deep, level to sloping, very poorly drained or 

excessively drained mucky soils formed in organic salt-marsh deposits or marine-related 

beaches and windblown sand) 

2. Paxton-Montauk-Urban – 20% (deep, level to steep, well-drained soils formed in glacial till or 

urban area) 

3. Boxford-Scitico-Maybid–20% (deep, level to sloping, well-to very poorly drained soils formed 

in estuarine or marine deposits) 

4. Merrimack-Hinckly-Urban – 20% (deep, level to steep, well- to excessively-drained sandy soil 

formed in outwash deposits). 

The remaining 10% consists of smaller associates that are shallow to deep, level to steep, very 

poorly to well-drained soils formed in freshwater organic, till, outwash deposits. Two of these larger 

associations, the Ipswich-Westbrook and the Boxford-Scitico, are unique soils and are relatively 

rare statewide. In addition to the upland areas, there are approximately 1,500 acres of intertidal area 

in Ipswich. This land was deposited relatively recently and consists mostly of sand and sand-muck 

mixtures.  

The highly varied surficial geology has various effects in terms of human uses. Wetland 

protection and subsurface sewage disposal regulations prohibit most development in many of the 

soil types. When these areas are added to the large tracts of conservation land, about 50% of the 

town can be considered undevelopable. Of the remaining 50% with soil types suitable for 

development, approximately 25-30% (i.e., over half of it) has been developed. The bulk of the 

other 20-25% undeveloped land consists of several of the moraines, drumlins, and their 

surrounding areas, and agricultural land. Less than 5% of the soils in Ipswich are classified as 

significant agricultural soils, although considerably more land area has been or is in agricultural 

use (Map 3).  Many of the geological features and their associated environments (namely 

beaches, sand dunes and hills) offer excellent recreational opportunities. The need for protection 

of these resources is clear. 

4B. Landscape Character 

The distinctive natural beauty of Ipswich's seaboard lowland landscape is known and valued by 

countless North Shore residents and attracts visitors from great distances. The starting point and 

best-loved scenery is the coastal barrier beach with its extensive sand dunes, thickets, pitch pine 

forests, red maple swamps and abundant mix of wildlife (some threatened; section 4E). This barrier 
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protects the estuarine salt marshes and their bordering woodlands from storm surge and flooding. 

The panoramic views of ocean, salt marsh and large tracts of preserved open space provide a palette 

of changing color through the seasons. Many gently rolling hills and drumlins left behind by the 

last glacier form a scenic backdrop to the estuaries. 

The Ipswich River forms a scenic corridor and an attractive feature through the center of town. It 

adds diversity, drama and variety to in-town historic homes and bridges, including the pedestrian 

bridge extending the Riverwalk into the downtown commercial area. The potential for creative 

development of pathways can add to the scenic values of the river. Farther upstream away from the 

town center, the Ipswich River is largely in its natural state, passing through hemlock-wooded banks 

and forested bottomland. Much of the water, however, is diverted to supply water for other towns 

(Section 3A). Efforts by groups such as the Ipswich River Watershed Association has reduced the 

diversion of water from the river, but more work needs to be done. 

Away from the river, the landscape is sprinkled with numerous small ponds, wooded swamps, and 

three larger ponds: Clark, Hood, and Rantoul. (Map 5) Hood Pond is the only one to have “great 

pond” status. Hood and Rantoul ponds have relatively little shoreline development. All three host a 

variety of flora and fauna, particularly migrating waterfowl and congregations of post-breeding 

herons. 

There are ten major drumlin hilltops in town (Section 4A), which provide a dynamic interplay of 

hilltop vistas fronted by open fields and marshes. Many of these landscapes can be appreciated by 

driving along the main Scenic Corridors in the town. Several of the hilltops have been altered by 

development. 

Historically, much of the development of Ipswich was concentrated in the town center. Outlying 

areas were gradually built up along the roadway corridors in and out of town. Many of the town’s 

most scenic landscapes have been protected through the use of funds from the Town’s open space 

bond. There are significant open tracts of land, including some hilltops, which are intrinsically part 

of the scenic landscape that are currently unprotected and vulnerable to development. Development 

on inappropriate soils can have negative impacts on recreational activities such as fishing, 

swimming and clamming from pollution associated with that development. 

Development has already affected the ability to use continuous trail systems. Trail systems such as 

the Bay Circuit Trail, which is maintained by the Ipswich Bay Circuit Trail Committee, and many 

other local trails maintained by groups like Essex County Trail Association (ECTA) and Essex 

County Greenbelt Association (Greenbelt) can be affected by future development. (Map 6A) There 

are also many pockets of unprotected land with potential for connector trails. Visiting and observing 

the biological diversity and harmony of intact and balanced ecosystems is a pleasurable activity 

enjoyed by naturalists, hikers, riders, skiers, artists, and others seeking the peace and quiet of nature. 

The integrity of these ecosystems, which is critical to both the health of the environment and the 

recreational enjoyment of people, is what is ultimately vulnerable to inappropriate development. 
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4C. Water Resources 

Freshwater and tidewater resources are the significant surface-water resources of Ipswich (Map 5).  

Groundwater resources are utilized for public and private potable water supplies and, to a limited 

extent, for private irrigation of crops and residential plantings. Groundwater resources are also 

important to the maintenance of base flow in streams. 

 

1. Watersheds 

 

Ipswich is split between the Parker River Watershed to the north, the Ipswich River 

Watershed, and a small portion of the North Coastal Watershed to the south (MAP 5). These 

watersheds have been defined by the USGS Water Resources Division and the 

Massachusetts Water Resources Commission. The Massachusetts Department of 

Environmental Protection is responsible for establishing river basin boundaries and surface 

water quality standards (314 CMR 4.00). The Surface Water Quality Standards 

classifications indicate the level of water quality that should be attained based on current 

use.  

 

Within the Parker River Watershed and Coastal Drainage Area are the Egypt/Rowley rivers 

and tributaries, including Dow Brook and Bull Brook, the Eagle Hill River, and Plum Island 

Sound. As the watershed contains several surface drinking water supply systems, it is 

designated as including Outstanding Resource Waters (314 CMR 4.04(3)). The marine 

surface waters in the Parker River Watershed are ranked as Class SA (excellent wildlife 

habitat primary and secondary contact recreation and shellfish harvesting). The fresh water 

in the Parker River Watershed is classified as Class A (drinking water supply) and Class B 

(wildlife habitat and primary and secondary contact recreation). 

The Ipswich River Watershed is comprised of the Ipswich River, its tributaries including 

the Miles River, and its marshes. These surface waters are ranked as Class SA, Class A, and 

Class B. The Castle Neck River, Essex Bay and associated marshes are Class SA and 

designated as outstanding resource waters and as open shellfishing waters. 

The North Coastal Watershed encompasses all or part of five river sub-basins, including the 

Essex Bay System, which is most proximate to the town of Ipswich. The dominant resources 

within this watershed include those for fishing and shell fishing, which are major 

commercial and recreational activities in the communities within this watershed.  

There are numerous on-going efforts to protect these watersheds by regional environmental, 

water resources, and smart growth groups including, but not limited to:  Eight Towns and 

the Great Marsh, Great Marsh Coalition, Green Neighborhoods Alliance, Ipswich River 

Watershed Association, Metropolitan Area Planning Council, Salem Sound Coastwatch, 

Parker River Clean Water Association, and the PIE Rivers Partnership.  



Open Space and Recreation Plan for the Town of Ipswich 2020-2027 

 

 

38 

 

2. Surface Water 

Surface water classified as rivers under the Rivers Protection Act (RPA) amendments to the 

state Wetlands Protection Act (WPA), above the mouths of rivers are bounded by 200-foot 

wide RPA zones affording a high degree of protection through the existing wetlands 

regulatory programs. These safeguards are complementary to the protection afforded 

wetlands under the WPA and the town bylaw and are carried out principally through the 

Conservation Commission.  

 

Freshwater Resources:  
 

 The Ipswich River upstream from the dam downtown supports wildlife, canoeing, 

fishing, occasional skating and passive recreation. The river recharges the Winthrop 

municipal drinking-water wells. This river and its associated systems are under great 

threat from upstream withdrawals for water-supply purposes. Under extreme 

conditions there can be no flow in the river at the dam. In Ipswich, public access to 

the freshwater stretches of the river is limited to roadway crossings, the South Main 

Street end of the Ipswich Mills Dam, the ends of some side streets off Estes Street, 

and Greenbelt‘s Julia Bird Reservation. 

 

 The Miles River supports wildlife and limited passive recreational use. This river is 

publicly accessible in Ipswich only from Route 1A (via an adjacent Greenbelt 

property and the New England Biolabs property), and Sagamore Street. 

 

 The Egypt River, running from the above surface-water impoundments to the 

Rowley River, supports wildlife. Little to no recreational activity takes place above 

tidewater and there is no public access. 

 

 Muddy Run rises from the Linebrook Road area in several unnamed tributaries. 

There is little public access to its main stem that begins at High Street and runs to its 

junction with the Egypt River. Only the reach below the Paradise Road ford is 

navigable by canoe and only at high water conditions. Snowmobilers use the frozen 

swamps between High Street and the ford. The corridor, however, is a very important 

wildlife habitat. 

 Freshwater ponds with recreational and wildlife use or use potential principally 

include Hood, Clark and Rantoul ponds. Hood Pond, at the west end of town, is a 

multiuse resource supporting boating, bathing and fishing. It has state protection 

partly by its designation as a “Great Pond” and partly because much of it adjoins 

Willowdale State Forest. Clark Pond on Great Neck, and Rantoul Pond off Argilla 

Road, have no public access rights. However, Neck residents can use the narrow 

beach between Clark Pond and Plum Island Sound for recreation. All these ponds 

are important wildlife resources. They, and their buffer zones, are protected from 
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alteration through the wetlands protection statutes, regulations and regulatory 

activities cited below. 

 

 

Tidewater Resources 

 

 Ipswich Bay. These waters support a commercial fishery and recreational fishing, 

extensive recreational boating, and swimming at Crane Beach Reservation and the 

Plum Island beaches. Crane Beach, owned and managed by The Trustees of 

Reservations (the Trustees), hosts 300,000 visitors annually. The state Department 

of Conservation and Recreation (DCR) oversees the southern tip of Plum Island 

(Sandy Point Reservation). The remainder of the Ipswich portion is part of the 

Parker River National Wildlife Refuge. 

 

 Tidal estuaries. These include the Rowley River and its principal tributaries, the 

Egypt and Muddy rivers; the Eagle Hill, Ipswich, and Castle Neck rivers; Fox 

Creek; Plum Island Sound; and the tidal creeks of Town Farm Road and the 

Ipswich River marshes. These resources support extensive vegetative and wildlife 

populations including commercial and recreational shellfish, finfish, crustaceans, 

and significant mammal and bird life. 

 

These estuaries are extensively used for recreational boating. Public access is 

available only at the Town Landing. Restricted or limited access exists at Nichols 

Field, Strawberry Hill, Greenwood Farm, Pavilion Beach, the Ipswich Bay Yacht 

Club, Eagle Hill, and the Ipswich Outboard Club on the Ipswich River. Numerous 

private access points exist, and about 900 moorings are available in Ipswich 

waters. Boaters accessing tidewater from nearby towns and more distant areas use 

these waters as well. 

 

Swimming within these estuaries occurs primarily at the town-owned Pavilion 

Beach and along the back (inland) shore of Castle Neck. There are no lifeguards at 

these places, but this has not been a problem. Waterfowl hunting takes place on 

these waters and in adjacent marshes.  

 

3. Area of Critical Environmental Concern 

 

The Great Marsh Area of Critical Environmental Concern (ACEC), described in more 

detail in Section 4.F below under Scenic Resources and Unique Environments, protects the 

coastal wetlands of Ipswich and surrounding coastal communities All these waters, adjacent 

coastal wetlands, and shoreline up to the 10-foot elevation contour are contained within the 

ACEC. This area extends up the tidal Ipswich River to the Town Landing. The town, 

through its Wetlands Protection Bylaw, has established a 150-foot wide buffer zone 

landward of the ACEC (MAP 5).  
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4. Aquifer Recharge Areas (i.e. Water Supply Protection Areas) 

The town of Ipswich has seven municipal wells and two surface water reservoirs (Map 5). 

Surface drinking water supplies include Dow Brook and Bull Brook reservoirs and 

tributaries. They support wildlife but see no on-water recreation and little shoreline 

development. Public groundwater resources are drawn from the ground by the town’s seven 

wells: Mile Lane, Browns (High Street), Fellows Road, Essex Road and the three Winthrop 

wells (Topsfield Road). The wells for the Ipswich water Division are located within four 

separate water supply protection areas, with a portion of the Winthrop Wells protection area 

extending into the town of Hamilton. The reservoirs for the Ipswich Water Division are 

located within two separate water supply protection areas, with a portion of the Dow Brook 

Reservoir water supply protection area extending into the town of Rowley. All wells in 

Ipswich are located in aquifers with a high vulnerability to contamination due to the absence 

of hydrogeologic barriers that can prevent contaminant migration.  

The surface drinking water supply watersheds and the aquifer recharge areas are protected 

through a combination of public ownership and the Town’s Water Supply Protection District 

Bylaw (an overlay district that encompasses any land in town that are within Zones A, C, I 

and II of the Wellhead and Surface Water Protection Areas). The Zone IIs and Zone Cs for 

Ipswich are primarily a mixture of forest, agriculture, and residential, with a small portion 

consisting of commercial land uses. The larger of the two general locations of the Town’s 

Water Supply Protection Areas encompass an area west of the town center beginning at the 

northern town boundary with Rowley extending southerly to the town boundary with 

Hamilton, and includes the two town reservoirs and five of the seven town wells, and is 

located within both the Parker River and Ipswich River Watersheds. The second smaller 

Water Supply Protection Area is located in the southeasterly portion of town within the 

Ipswich River Watershed and adjacent to the North Coastal Watershed, proximate to the 

Hamilton and Essex town boundaries, and includes two of the seven town wells.  

The locations of these public water supply areas and the water supply protection zones can 

be seen on Map 5.  This overlay district provides protection against inappropriate use and 

activity for surface water supply Zones A and B, and for groundwater supply Zones I and 

II. This bylaw, including its detailed Table of Uses, is approved by the Massachusetts 

Department of Environmental Protection (DEP). Primary enforcement is through the 

Ipswich Office of Code Enforcement and the Planning Board. Maps showing these 

protective zones are publicly available online and posted in Town Hall. 

 

5. Flood Hazard Areas 

Current flood hazard zone maps from the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) 

are available online on both the Town’s and State’s online mapping tools. They are also 

depicted on Map 5, Water Resources. Under the WPA and bylaw, all applicants are required 

to show the applicable flood hazard boundaries in application filings, and the Conservation 

Commission considers this information in administering these Acts.  The Town of Ipswich 
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Hazard Mitigation Plan update of December 2018 identifies flood prone areas and the 

history of past flooding events, as well as the likelihood of future flooding. 

 

The Hazard Mitigation Plan names nearly 30 locations where flood hazards occur in town.  

These include 101-112 County Road, the south end of Heartbreak Road, Bull Brook 

culverts, Jeffreys Neck Road, Pavilion Beach, Ipswich Mills Dam, Dow Reservoir Dam, 

Miles River, beaver dams at New England Biolabs, High Street at Muddy River, Water 

Street, the seawall at Town Wharf, Argilla Road, South Main Street municipal parking lot, 

and Hammatt Street parking lot.  Brief descriptions of the flooding accompany some of the 

locations.  For example: “Saltonstall Brook backs up at MA DOT culvert on Rt 1A near 102 

County Rd,” “beaver dam activity during wet years causes flooding,” and “tidal surges flood 

Pavilion Beach area, isolating Little Neck.” 

 

The plan takes flooding information primarily from National Flood Insurance Rate Maps, 

but also states that information on other areas subject to flooding has been provided by local 

officials.  Locally Identified Areas of Flooding, as described in the report, “were identified 

by Town staff as areas where flooding is known to occur.”  Not all observed flooding areas 

coincided with the FIR maps as some were areas that flood due to inadequate drainage 

systems or other localized conditions rather than location within a flood zone.  Ipswich faces 

both fresh water and salt water flood hazards because of its rivers and coastal location.  See 

additional detail on projected coastal flooding under the Sea Level Rise component of 

section 3D. Growth and Development Patterns. 

 

6. Wetlands 

Wetlands are prominent across Ipswich (Map 5). Much of the eastern portion of Ipswich is 

coastal wetlands (salt marsh and tidal flats). Forested and non-forested inland wetlands exist 

predominately on the western portion of town and areas associated with surface waters 

(streams, rivers, ponds). The Ipswich Conservation Commission enforces the state Wetlands 

Protection Act  (MGL Ch. 131 s. 40) and regulations at 310 CMR 10.00, and the Ipswich 

Wetlands Protection Bylaw (Chapter XVII of the General Bylaws) and regulations 

thereunder. This provides all resources and buffer zones with a high degree of protection 

from alterations that could adversely impact surface and groundwater resources. 

 

To the extent that water resources in town fall within any of the zones discussed above (Water 

Supply Protection, ACEC, flood hazard, wetlands, riverbanks), they are effectively managed and 

protected. Other portions of watersheds, beyond the reach of those restrictions, are protected 

through the normal exercise of the planning and zoning practices of the town, which are among the 

most advanced in the state. In addition, the town’s program of protecting open space through its 

open space bond authorization and its Great Estate Preservation Zoning Bylaw places a high priority 

on watershed protection. Hundreds of acres of watershed lands have been protected via the Town’s 

Open Space Program. 
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4D. Vegetation 
 

Ipswich, as a coastal community, has almost every type of northeastern U.S. habitat except 

mountains. Approximately 21% (4,500 acres) of the town is salt marsh, with the typical range of 

plant communities associated with that habitat. Another 2,000 acres are beach and sand dunes. 

These are almost entirely on the protected Crane Beach Reservation owned by the Trustees, and 

on the southern third of Plum Island. The Ipswich portion of Plum Island is divided between Sandy 

Beach State Reservation at the southern tip and the Parker River National Wildlife Refuge. The 

dunes on Crane Beach are vegetated by a mixture of beach grass, Hudsonia, beach pea, and other 

plants of the open dunes. Behind the dunes is a matrix of priority natural community types 

including extensive Maritime Pitch-Pine on Dune forests (globally rare), and Maritime Shrubland, 

with pockets of Maritime Interdunal Swales that host a unique plant community including 

cranberries.  

 

This ecosystem harbors two of the town's plant species of conservation concern: seabeach 

needlegrass and American sea-blite (see the Table  in section 4E below for a listing of all 

endangered and threatened species in Ipswich). The absence of development and the enlightened 

measures taken in recent years by the Trustees to protect the Crane Beach dunes from excessive 

pedestrian and patrol-vehicle damage indicate continued health of the beach-dune ecosystem. 

Looming, however, are the effects of sea-level rise, which the town must plan for, to the extent such 

effects can be overcome or at least mitigated.  

 

The incursion of boat traffic into sensitive areas of the reservation is being addressed. The state and 

federally run areas on Plum Island enjoy some of the same protections as Crane Beach Reservation. 

However, the Plum Island beaches are not off-limits to off-road vehicles except during the nesting 

season of the piping plover (Section 4E). Even then only the federal refuge portions are protected 

from this threat. In addition, Sandy Beach at the southern end of the Crane Beach peninsula, is 

heavily used by boaters in the warm months. 

 

Inland, the town is typical of northeastern Massachusetts in its vegetative patterns. Large areas of 

mixed forest predominate, with white pine, red and white oak, red maple, hickory, beech, and 

various other hardwoods constituting the majority of the canopy. Pockets of eastern hemlock occur, 

but they are less common than on Cape Ann and farther inland. Sugar maple is virtually absent in 

this coastal town. The forested areas are laced with swamps, where species like red maple, northern 

arrowwood, highbush blueberry, swamp azalea, sweet pepperbush, skunk cabbage, and many others 

abound. Several Atlantic white-cedar swamps located in the western end of town near Hood Pond 

are rare in the state and have several rare plant species associated with them. Other rare inland plants 

include, New England blazing star, slender cottongrass, Andrews' bottle gentian, adder's-tongue 

fern, violet wood-sorrel, pale green orchids. Unfortunately, a majority of the rare and endangered plants 

once documented in Ipswich have not been documented in recent years, with the majority having no 

observation after 1960. While they could still be present, in Ipswich their presence is uncertain. Many of 

these species vary in their habitat requirements and are thus scattered about the town. 

 

About 2400 acres of mixed-forest habitat is protected in Willowdale State Forest, which is 

selectively logged under the auspices of DCR. The remaining forest is largely privately owned, 
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though there are many protected parcels such as those owned by the Conservation Commission (i.e., 

the town) or land trusts. Others are protected through conservation restrictions. Over 200 acres are 

classified under the Forestland Act (Chapter 61). One need here is to assure that landowners, whose 

land is restricted under town-held conservation restrictions are perennially reminded of those 

restrictions and exactly where on their land approval is required before undertaking any alterations. 

 

The Town has a very active Shade Tree and Beautification Committee which consists of seven 

members. The committee is active throughout the year, meeting on the fourth Wednesday of each 

month. The committee worked with the Department of Public Works to develop a tree plan and an 

inventory covering all species on Town land. One component of this work is an inventory of the 

endangered elm species in Ipswich. This study, including a GPS map of individual elm tree 

locations, was completed in 2016. 

 

Another major portion of town is agricultural, with thousands of acres in either active agriculture 

or fallow fields. Over 1500 acres of this land are classified under the state's Farmland Assessment 

Act (Chapter 61A). As detailed in Appendix C, several such parcels, as well as a significant 

inholding in Willowdale State Forest, acquired permanent protection via the Open Space Bond. 

 

In addition to the numerous wet meadows that dot the open areas, freshwater marshes occur in many 

places, some of them associated with duck ponds. Though purple loosestrife and Phragmites have 

invaded many meadows and marshes, others are still free of invasive plant species with higher 

proportions of native species like cattails and pickerel weed. The town’s only shopping center was 

built on a marsh in the days before wetland protection existed. However, the destruction of the 

marshes has slowed considerably since the enactment and enforcement of the Wetlands Protection 

Act, the Rivers Protection Act, and the town Wetlands Bylaw and implementation of regulations. 

 

Nearby is another peninsula, similarly surrounded by salt marsh, that has grown up to meadow and 

second-growth forest. This peninsula, home to the old Town Farm and later the town landfill, 

comprises 425 acres of upland and salt marsh.  It is one of the most valuable wildlife and 

recreational areas in Ipswich, despite continued use of the central 34 acres for recycling, power 

generation, and sludge composting. The rest of the farm, including extensive salt marsh, was 

designated conservation land by vote of the 1998 Town Meeting. The marshes surrounding these 

two peninsulas, along with the rest of the town’s salt marshes, are part of the Great Marsh ACEC. 

These salt marshes are part of an extensive and continuous marsh ecosystem extending from 

Gloucester to Salisbury and beyond. It is known as the Great Marsh and constitutes the largest salt 

marsh system north of Long Island Sound. 

 

The recreational uses of such a plethora of habitats are numerous. The salt marshes are used for 

canoeing, kayaking, waterfowl hunting, birdwatching, other forms of nature study, or simply for 

enjoying the scenery, often with a camera or paintbrush. The beaches and surrounding waters are 

used for swimming, sunbathing, boating, fishing, surfcasting, hiking, riding, and nature study. 

Regulated deer hunting is also permitted in some of these areas. The woods and fields offer the 

usual range of hunting seasons. With a network of trails in place, large areas of town are heavily 

used for hiking, jogging, birdwatching, mountain biking, riding, cross-country skiing, and enjoying 

the parade of the seasons. Many visitors come to Ipswich for the abundant recreational 
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opportunities—Crane Beach Reservation is one of the most popular in the state. One of the major 

goals of this plan is to protect and improve these opportunities in view of the clear importance 

placed on them by the citizens and their guests, while still protecting and enhancing the natural 

values that make these areas so critical and unique. 

 

4E. Fisheries and Wildlife 
 

As described in section 4D Ipswich contains a variety of natural communities resulting in a diverse 

array of wildlife in Ipswich. The most significant of the beach-dune animals are two species of 

birds, the piping plover and the least tern, both of which nest on Crane Beach and Plum Island.  The 

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) has nationally listed the piping plover as a threatened 

species.  The least tern is a species of special concern as determined by the Massachusetts Division 

of Fisheries and Wildlife (MassWildlife). Both are actively protected by the biologists on the 

Trustees and USFWS staffs. The beach ecosystem is also host to the federally endangered roseate 

tern, which migrates through the area, and the state-threatened eastern spadefoot toad.  Common 

terns, which have occasionally nested with the least terns, are another species of special concern in 

Massachusetts.  

 

Behind the barrier beaches, Ipswich contains over 1,500 acres of intertidal land. In addition to 

providing critical feeding and staging areas for resident and migratory wading birds and shorebirds, 

most of this resource is an important habitat for shellfish. This habitat has made Ipswich the largest 

producer of soft-shell clams in Massachusetts, with roughly $2 million worth harvested annually in 

recent years.  Significant recreational shellfisheries exist for soft-shell clams, surf clams, blue 

mussels, and oysters. For these reasons, the entire Ipswich-Essex Bay salt-marsh ecosystem has 

been designated an ACEC by the state. In 1990, the town increased the buffer zone (setback) in this 

entire area from 100 to 150 feet under the town Wetlands Bylaw. 

 

Important finfish populations are also present in the ocean, estuaries, ponds, and streams of Ipswich. 

Marine anglers seek striped bass, cod, mackerel, bluefish, pollack, and flounder. Warm-water 

species such as bass, perch, pickerel, crappie, and sunfish are common in Hood Pond and several 

smaller ponds throughout the town. Cool-water, state-maintained trout fisheries exist in the Ipswich 

River, Bull Brook, and Dow Reservoir. The three large estuaries in town--Plum Island Sound, the 

Ipswich River, and Essex Bay--are spawning and nursery areas for many important commercial and 

recreational fish species. The Ipswich and Egypt rivers serve as spawning areas for anadromous 

rainbow smelt.  

 

The waters of the beach and marshes are valuable for waterfowl, especially in winter. During the 

cold weather, almost all species of loons, grebes, ducks, and geese associated with the 

Massachusetts shoreline find their winter food supply along the Ipswich coast. Foremost among the 

waterfowl is the black duck, a species long of concern in the Northeast because of steadily declining 

numbers. This problem is partly attributable to genetic swamping by mallards, which interbreed 

with black ducks.  
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A star avian performer is the osprey, which began nesting in Essex County in 1989. It is now well 

established up and down the coast as a summer resident for the first time since the early 19th century 

if not earlier. 

 

The marshes and beaches at low tide provide critical habitat for migrating shorebirds. The heavy 

pedestrian traffic on the beaches and the boat traffic just offshore are an ongoing problem for these 

migrating birds. They depend on the habitat for building up their reserves of fat for their long 

journeys north and south. Shorebirds migrate between their breeding grounds on the arctic tundra 

and their wintering grounds in South America. Such frequent interruptions cause them to fly more 

than they normally would while feeding or resting, thus using up energy reserves needed for 

migration. The Open Space Committee worked with the Trustees on finding means for better 

protecting these at-risk species in the Trustees’ 2004 management plan for the Crane Beach 

Reservation. 

 

Another beach-nesting species is the bank swallow, which nests in colonies in the vertical dune 

surfaces along the beachfront. Their burrows constitute the only known bank swallow colonies in 

Ipswich. They too are vulnerable because of large numbers of people walking and using the beach. 

Thus the bank swallows present another resource protection issue. 

 

Inland wildlife is typical of the state as a whole, particularly that of the coastal plain. Streams 

contain two-lined salamanders and at least one, Gravelly Brook in Willowdale State Forest, holds 

the state-listed four-toed salamander.  

 

River herring species (both alewife and blueback) were once abundant in the Ipswich River, 

supporting the ecosystem food web and serving as a valuable resource to Native Americans and 

early colonial settlers. The decline of river herring began as dams were built, and by 1900, few 

herring returned to the Ipswich River on their annual, spring spawning migration. In recent years, 

the Town, which owns the Ipswich Mills Dam in downtown Ipswich, has been working with 

partners such as the Ipswich River Watershed Association to evaluate the feasibility of dam 

removal. Meanwhile, fish ladders at the Ipswich Mills dam, and also at the dam owned by Foote 

Brothers off of Topsfield Road, help support the passage of many aquatic organisms. Long-term, 

the goal for this wildlife restoration effort is to reestablish the conditions that would allow herring 

to reach their historic upstream spawning ponds, including Hood Pond in Ipswich and Topsfield.   

 

Vernal pools contain both spotted and blue-spotted salamanders (the latter is state-listed), red-

spotted newts, spring peepers, wood frogs, and the invertebrates are also associated with such 

habitats. Another uncommon species inhabiting the sandy soils of Crane Beach is the Fowler’s toad. 

This is perhaps the only place in Ipswich where these crepuscular amphibians can be found, and 

they breed in Maritime Interdunal Swales that function as the vernal pools of barrier beaches. Wet 

meadows are home for whatever few spotted turtles remain in the town. This is yet another state-

listed species and it has been found in Willowdale State Forest. Other state-listed species recorded 

recently in Willowdale are two dragonflies, Georgia's emerald and the banded boghaunter. 

 

Many of the town’s vernal pools have been certified by the state under the provisions of 310 CMR 

57, due to active participation of the public schools in cooperation with the Conservation 
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Commission. Certification of remaining vernal pools is critical if these priceless resources are to be 

protected from development. Once the vernal pools, or their buffer zones are gone, the species that 

depend on them are doomed. They have no alternative reproductive habitat. 

 

Nesting inland birds are as varied as the habitat, since each plant community has its own 

combination of species. The fieldwork done for the second Breeding Bird Atlas (2007-11) 

confirmed upwards of 140 species as nesting in the Ipswich area. The increase was due in part to 

greater observer effort, but also to southern species moving north or species repopulating former 

nesting territories—notably ospreys (see above), wild turkeys (re-introduced about 1990), great 

blue herons, turkey vultures, sharp-shinned and Cooper’s hawks, red-bellied woodpeckers, Carolina 

wrens and, most recently, common ravens. Ipswich is home to large stretches of grassland habitat 

important for grassland nesting birds like bobolinks and savannah sparrows. Some of the nesting 

birds are endangered, threatened, or species of special concern as identified by the MassWildlife. 

They include, along with their habitats, least and American bitterns, common moorhen, pied-billed 

grebe, and king rail (fresh marshes); golden-winged warbler (shrubby, overgrown fields); and 

sharp-shinned hawk (forests, especially those with conifer groves). Both pied-billed grebes and 

least bitterns have each nested in a marsh in Willowdale State Forest since 2000. Sharp-shinned 

hawks nested three years running in an adjacent pine stand in Willowdale State Forest and another 

three years running along Route 1A near Cable Gardens. The varied habitats of these species, 

especially undisturbed freshwater marshes, are of critical concern to an open space plan. 

 

The mammal populations of Ipswich are changing, as some species previously extirpated from the 

area have recovered farther north and west and have moved back into town on their own. Foremost 

among these are the beaver, the fisher, and the coyote. Many beaver families now live in town, 

which certainly presents some issues of altered habitat, sometimes in conflict with the interests of 

their human neighbors. Their burgeoning population has changed the ecology in important 

groundwater recharge zones supplying town wells, and beaver lodges have sometimes been 

removed. The other two species have been increasing steadily in recent years in forested and 

agricultural areas. This encouraging trend enhances the balance of species by putting natural 

predators back into the equation. The white-tailed deer population is another matter. It had 

burgeoned, along with Lyme disease, in the absence of natural predators until checked by regulated 

hunting starting in the 1980s. Coyotes may take a few deer, but their main prey is small mammals. 

Thus, controlled hunting in the eastern sections of town will most likely need to continue if the deer 

population is to remain healthy. 

 

Hunting in Ipswich is a form of recreation for some residents, though not all the hunters are from 

Ipswich. Significant populations of upland species (rabbit, deer, squirrel, and now wild turkey) are 

hunted in season on public lands such as the Town Farm, the western section of Willowdale State 

Forest, and Plum Island (very limited), as well as on private land with landowner permission. (The 

ruffed grouse and ring-necked pheasant are now practically extirpated in Essex County, primarily 

from loss of habitat.) Several species of waterfowl are hunted over the extensive Ipswich marshes 

during the fall and winter waterfowl seasons. Hunting is especially important to keep the large feral 

Canada goose population in check. 
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Recreational values of the town's wildlife, such as birdwatching, herptile and mammal study, 

canoeing, kayaking, and photography, are popular. Many corridors still exist for the movement of 

non-avian wildlife because of the amount of open space in the town. These corridors must be 

protected if our wildlife legacy is to stay healthy. Countless studies have shown conclusively that 

fragmentation of wildlife habitat has a profound, deleterious impact on species diversity. Moreover, 

habitat connectivity is vital for ecological resiliency in the face of climate change.  A continuing 

need is to assure that the Planning Board uses the state BioMap2 in its review of projects involving 

state-listed species. 

 

A final issue is suburban-wildlife interface, especially problems with deer: hitting them with 

vehicles, their consumption of garden-grown produce, plus their impact in the spread of Lyme 

disease.  Flooding caused by beaver dams has also become an issue as beaver populations continue 

to increase.  Study of such problems, real or perceived, is in order to reach solutions that make sense 

for both people and wildlife. 

 

Rare and Endangered Species 

 

In terms of rare and endangered animal species, the Massachusetts Natural Heritage Program has 

mapped 10 Species of Conservation Concern Cores in Ipswich, in addition to, Exemplary or 

Priority Natural Community Cores. As mentioned previously in this section, Ipswich contains a 

diverse array of natural communities that provide habitat for both Federal and State Listed Species 

and a variety of Species of Greatest Conservation Need that either breed locally or use this critical 

habitat during migration (e,g, Red Knot). Thirty-seven listed species have been identified as 

breeding in Ipswich and more than half have been observed since the 1980s. Fortunately a 

substantial portion of the Core Habitat and Critical Natural Landscape identified in Ipswich is 

protected and several organizations actively manage rare species. 

Rare and Endangered species are a major consideration in the prioritization of parcels of the Open 

Space Program and an entire section is dedicated to this assessment of the Program’s parcel 

evaluation forms. Three of the largest recent land protection projects in Ipswich, Strawberry Hill, 

Great Neck Conservation Area and the Sisters of Notre Dame were all made using federal grant 

funds targeting the protection of rare and endangered species habitat. 

 

The most significant of the beach-dune animals is the piping plover which nests on Crane Beach 

and Plum Island. The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) has nationally listed the piping 

plover as a threatened species and is actively protected by biologists on MADCR, the Trustees and 

USFWS staffs. Both Crane Beach and Plum Island are significant nesting sites for piping plovers 

and least terns in Massachusetts, and Crane Beach alone often has up to 7% of the state’s 

population nesting in any given year.  The beach ecosystem is also host to the federally endangered 

roseate tern, which migrates through the area, the state-threatened eastern spadefoot toad and 

eastern whip-poor-will. Common terns, which have occasionally nested with the least terns, are 

another species of special concern in Massachusetts. See Table below for a listing of Threatened 

and Endangered Species in Ipswich. 
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Table of Threatened and Endangered Species in Ipswich, MA 

Common Name Scientific Name Taxonomic Group MESA Status Last Observed 

Adder's Tongue Fern Ophioglossum pusillum Vascular Plant Threatened 1898 

American Bittern Botaurus lentiginosus Bird Endangered 2020 

American Bittersweet Celastrus scandens Vascular Plant Threatened 1957 

American Sea-blite Suaeda calceoliformis Vascular Plant Special Concern 1982 

Andrews’ Bottle Gentian Gentiana andrewsii Vascular Plant Endangered 1958 

Barn Owl Tyto alba Bird Special Concern 1955 

Blue-spotted Salamander 
(complex) Ambystoma laterale pop. 1 Amphibian Special Concern 2010 

Coastal Heathland 
Cutworm Abagrotis benjamini Butterfly/Moth Special Concern 2006 

Common Gallinule Gallinula galeata Bird Special Concern 1983 

Common Tern Sterna hirundo Bird Special Concern 2017 

Coppery Emerald Somatochlora georgiana Dragonfly/Damselfly Endangered 1973 

Cow Path Tiger Beetle Cicindela purpurea Beetle Special Concern 1914 

Dune Sympistis Sympistis riparia Butterfly/Moth Special Concern 2006 

Eastern Meadowlark Sturnella magna Bird Special Concern 2017 

Eastern Spadefoot Scaphiopus holbrookii Amphibian Threatened 2018 

Eastern Whip-poor-will Antrostomus vociferus Bird Special Concern 2018 

Golden-winged Warbler Vermivora chrysoptera Bird Endangered 1987 

Hairy Wild Rye Elymus villosus Vascular Plant Endangered Historic 

Intricate Fairy Shrimp Eubranchipus intricatus Crustacean Special Concern 2003 

Jefferson Salamander 
(complex) 

Ambystoma 
jeffersonianum Amphibian Special Concern 1921 

King Rail Rallus elegans Bird Threatened 1982 

Least Bittern Ixobrychus exilis Bird Endangered 2020 

Least Tern Sternula antillarum Bird Special Concern 2017 

New England Blazing Star Liatris novae-angliae Vascular Plant Special Concern 2016 

New England Siltsnail Floridobia winkleyi Snail Special Concern 2006 

Northern Harrier Circus hudsonius Bird Threatened 1904 

Orange Sallow Moth Pyrrhia aurantiago Butterfly/Moth Special Concern 2018 

Pale Green Orchid 
Platanthera flava var. 
herbiola Vascular Plant Threatened 1875 

Pied-billed Grebe Podilymbus podiceps Bird Endangered 2004 

Piping Plover Charadrius melodus Bird Threatened 2018 

Roseate Tern Sterna dougallii Bird Endangered Historic 

Seabeach Needlegrass Aristida tuberculosa Vascular Plant Threatened 2019 

Sessile Water-speedwell Veronica catenata Vascular Plant Endangered Historic 

Slender Cottongrass Eriophorum gracile Vascular Plant Threatened Historic 

Small Bur-reed Sparganium natans Vascular Plant Endangered 1957 

Vesper Sparrow Pooecetes gramineus Bird Threatened 1975 

Violet Wood-sorrel Oxalis violacea Vascular Plant Endangered 1800s 
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  Wildlife Corridors  

 

Defined in the July 2000 Green Ring Report as any unobstructed vegetated area with a minimum 

width of 300 feet, these corridors can—in addition to woods, fields, riverbanks, or marshes—

include natural gaps in roadside development; vegetated and cultivated roadsides; lower density 

human uses with gaps; hiking, skiing and equestrian trails; windbreaks, hedgerows, and fencerows; 

and lower density human uses with gaps.  According to the Green Ring Report, these wildlife 

corridors are located along the Ipswich River, parts of the Egypt River/Bull Brook, a vegetated 

corridor linking the two parts of Willowdale State Forest across Route 1, farmland between 

Willowdale and Bull Brook reservoir land, protected land in neighboring towns and Ipswich 

farmland between Turner Hill and eastern Argilla Road, as well as land surrounding vernal pools 

and other small perennial and intermittent streams and their banks.  They connect core large patch 

areas of natural vegetation such as Plum Island, Crane Beach and Castle Hill Reservation, 

Appleton Farms, Willowdale State Forest, the Great Marsh along the Rowley River, Plum Island 

Sound, and the Ipswich River estuary.  As the 2000 study concludes, these corridors and connected 

large patch areas constitute a green ring around Ipswich center. 

4F. Scenic Resources and Unique Environments 

 

The DCR in 1981 completed a Scenic Landscape Inventory of the entire state in order to provide 

a new comprehensive framework to guide acquisition and conservation efforts. That inventory 

includes a standard rating system for landscape quality using the three classes of “Distinctive,” 

“Noteworthy,” and “Common,” in descending order of attractiveness. According to the inventory, 

Ipswich has some of the finest coastal scenery in the Commonwealth, as well as outstanding 

farmland and river scenery inland. Except for the developed center of town, most of the land area 

of Ipswich is designated Distinctive or Noteworthy by the inventory staff, making Ipswich one of 

the richest areas in the state for its scenic resources and unique environments.  

 

Map 4, Unique Features, shows the scenic landscape using DCR criteria: waterways, scenic roads, 

and the cultural and historic areas. As outlined in Section 4A, the highly varied surficial geology 

contributes greatly to the unique scenic resources of Ipswich, notably the sand deposits, currently 

80-100 feet above sea level, which now comprise the northern slopes of Turkey, Town and 

Bartholomew hills. 

 

In Ipswich, the regionally significant Crane Beach Reservation is part of the Great Marsh Area of 

Critical Environmental Concern (ACEC). Originally designated in 1979 as “The Parker 

River/Essex Bay ACEC,” the Great Marsh ACEC, depicted on Map 4, Unique Features, includes 

over 25,500 acres of salt marsh, barrier beach, tidal rivers, mudflats, and upland islands extending 

from Gloucester through Essex, Ipswich, Newbury, and Rowley.  According to DCR literature, its 

more than 10,000 acres of salt marsh makes this the largest salt marsh system north of Long Island 

in New York.  The area is important for fishing, shellfishing, tourism, and recreation.  Sand 

beaches on Plum Island and Castle Neck (Crane Beach) run several miles and are known 

throughout Massachusetts, drawing thousands of visitors annually.  The 2900-acre Parker River 

National Wildlife Refuge is included within the ACEC and is an important site on the Atlantic Fly-

way Migration route.  More than 60 bird species breed here, including the rare seaside sparrow 

and the least tern. Over 300 species of birds have been sighted in this area, including 75 rare 
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species. During the spring and fall migrations, concentrations of up to 25,000 ducks and 6,000 

Canada geese have been observed.   Flora studies of Plum Island have recorded over 490 species 

of vascular plants, and the waters of the ACEC contain vast amounts of shellfish and host large 

anadromous fish runs of alewives and smelt. 

 

A major characteristic of the town is its significant number of historic buildings. The National 

Register of Historic Places is the official federal list of districts, sites, buildings, structures and 

objects that have been determined significant in American history, architecture, archaeology, 

engineering and culture. Ipswich has a total of seven listed historic districts and 62 individual 

structures. The following historic districts in Ipswich are listed on the National Register: Meeting 

House Green Historic District, High Street Historic District, East End Historic District, South 

Green Historic District, Ipswich Mills Historic District, Brown Stocking Mill District, and Crane 

Estate (Castle Hill) Historic District. 

 

Ipswich has more surviving First Period (1625-1725) homes than any other town in the United 

States. There are 59 First Period homes and over 100 Second Period Homes (1725-1780). A 

number of buildings and homes in Ipswich have their architectural elements protected. These 

properties are protected by preservation agreements which do not allow for alterations to 

designated features. Ipswich has the largest preservation restriction program in the Commonwealth 

with 44 properties protected with agreements held by the Ipswich Historical Commission and 

Historic New England. The Trustees of Reservations also protects several large historic properties.  

 

The Essex Coastal Scenic Byway is a 90-mile roadway that runs through Ipswich, linking 14 

coastal communities from Lynn to Salisbury, and featuring scenic views, period architecture, 

historic sites and recreational opportunities. The Essex Heritage program has secured state scenic 

byway designation and federal funding for a comprehensive management plan to support 

community and regional leaders in their efforts to implement tourism-based economic 

development. Downtown Ipswich now hosts a Visitor Center informational kiosk which celebrates 

the scenic byway. 

 

As mentioned in section 4B, preservation of the town’s many scenic resources and unique 

environments is not only the core of this plan, but is also a primary focus of the Town Character 

Statement. Open space preservation is also treated vis-à-vis housing, transportation and economic 

development needs in the Community Development Plan. Those documents are closely related to 

this plan and are two of its most important references. 

 

 

4G. Environmental Problems 
 

General 

 

The environmental problems of Ipswich and neighboring areas that influence open space and 

recreation planning are discussed in the 1990 state Executive Office of Environmental 

Affairs/Division of Conservation Services Open Space and Recreation Plan Requirements 

(revised in 2008). The requirements focus mainly on actual or potential environmental 
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contamination and secondarily on alteration.   Contamination, actual or potential, does affect 

existing open space and recreational lands primarily through the contamination of adjacent or 

overlying waters. In the late 20th century, many tidal areas of the Ipswich and Eagle Hill rivers 

were frequently restricted or closed to recreational and commercial shellfishing. In the fall of 1999, 

some areas of the Ipswich River were reopened to “unrestricted” shellfishing (depuration not 

required) as a result of successful efforts to control sources of contamination affecting those areas. 

Remaining contamination problems still require correction. This is necessary not only because of 

their effects on the shellfish resources and their utilization, but also because of similar effects on 

other species dependent on the salt-marsh habitat, and because of implications for water-contact 

recreation. 

 

The problems are typical examples of non-point source pollution. These include onsite sewage 

disposal, runoff from concentrated agricultural operations, runoff from urban activities in the 

downtown area, and runoff of sand and salt from the roads in winter. Although significant controls 

have been implemented, runoff into the ACEC from the sewage-sludge composting operation on 

upland at the end of Town Farm Road remains a concern of the Conservation Commission. The 

wastewater treatment plant effluent is discharged into the salt marsh of Greenwood Creek, a tidal 

tributary of the Ipswich River, as described earlier. Onsite sewage disposal and concentrated 

agricultural operations along Argilla Road and, in adjacent Essex, pose threats to aquatic and 

recreational resources of the Essex and Castle Neck rivers.  

 

Some areas of town have benefited from careful planning. This is evident in the private advanced 

wastewater treatment plants of the Ipswich Country Club and limiting of the golf course’s use of 

pesticides, herbicides and fertilizer. Some other areas of town were developed before this 

environmental impact was anticipated. The Candlewood Golf Course, closed in 2019, for example, 

and homeowners collectively, are under no such restrictions on the use of chemicals. Replacement 

of the force main that carries sewage from the wharf pumping station to the treatment plant has 

reduced or eliminated threats of overflows of untreated sewage into the Ipswich River and the salt 

marshes of the Eagle Hill River.  This sewage pump station, located at 8 ft. of elevation, is in need 

of attention due to projected increase in sea level and associated increase in frequency and intensity 

of storms that we can expect to see with a changing climate.  

 

There continues to be interest in an alternative to present on-site waste disposal for the Great Neck 

area, despite the failure of a 2003 initiative to sewer the entire Jeffreys Neck/Great Neck area. If 

implemented, supplying sewer to the Neck could have major negative implications for open space 

preservation through encouragement of further development. In the early 2000s, the state DEP 

issued an order to cease the use of most individual on-site sewage disposal systems on Little Neck, 

which until August 2012 was the property of the Feoffees of the Grammar School. The Feoffees 

implemented this order with the 2005 installation of a system of sewers and a holding tank on 

Little Neck. Collected wastewater from the system is trucked to the town sewage treatment plant. 

A program to treat wastewater onsite would reduce threats from non-point source pollution.  

 

The greatest threat to open space and recreational lands continues to come from further 

development of currently available land. While such land conversion normally accelerates and 

increases runoff and erosion, and decreases groundwater recharge, these impacts can be managed. 

On the other hand, increased demands for water, increased loads on the sewage system, increased 
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waste generation, and secondary impacts of growth are not preventable and are only marginally 

manageable. These impacts may require water supply development and expansion of other town 

services and facilities. 

 

Hazardous Waste 

 

Hazardous waste problems in Ipswich do not, and should not, influence open space and 

recreational planning. 

 

Landfills 

 

The town's large tract of open land at the end of Town Farm Road is in part a former landfill, which 

has been closed for many years. Use of a small portion of this property as a refuse transfer station 

continues on a restricted basis. Scrap metal and other recyclables are collected weekly, while 

wastes posing greater risks, such has household hazardous wastes, are only collected during a few 

designated days each year. At present, leaves and brush are being collected at the transfer station 

for use in a commercial operation run by the Agresource Company. Another part is used for 

disposal of waste soil and final capping of a portion of the former landfill. Agresource uses the 

central portion of the site, under agreement with the town, for composting and processing of 

sewage sludge combined with leaves and other waste products. The site's full utilization as open 

space or for recreational purposes is thus inhibited, though the perimeter of the Town Farm has 

been preserved as conservation land. This conservation land and the adjacent salt marsh are still 

relatively pristine, though odors and the threat of pollution by runoff from the treatment operations 

are real. No other landfills or solid waste disposal sites are known to influence open space or 

recreation planning. 

 

Erosion 

 

Much of the privately-held, unprotected, developable land in Ipswich is hillside, including Bush, 

Bartholemew, Turkey, Scott, the westerly portion of Turner Hill, Town and Heartbreak hills, for 

example. These lands have high erosion potential if further developed and are adjacent to water 

supply tributaries or other surface-water resources. Erosion potential also exists on the coastal 

banks of Little Neck and on Great Neck, which is under constant development pressure. 

 

Chronic Flooding 

 

The 2019 Municipal Vulnerability Preparedness Plan includes inland flooding on its list of the 

“top hazards” facing Ipswich from climate change.  The Plan states: “[R]iverine and inland 

flooding is a concern for Ipswich.  According to the Town’s Hazard Mitigation Plan, flooding, 

caused by hurricanes, northeasters, intense rainstorms and thunderstorms, is the most prevalent 

and serious natural hazard in the community.”  Among the specific threats within the flooding 

hazard, according to the plan, are these: “riverbank erosion; freshwater flooding caused by severe 

precipitation events, improperly-sized culverts, and other hydro-barriers.” 

 

Exacerbating flooding problems are numerous undersized or improperly designed culverts and 

bridges identified as barriers to flow.  Dams also act as barriers preventing the natural run of 
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Ipswich’s rivers and streams to the sea.  According to the Great Marsh Coastal Adaptation Plan, 

Ipswich has five dams and 56 non-tidal water crossings.  River and coastal aquatic systems, 

according to the Adaptation Plan, are inherently dynamic and resilient mainly because of their 

connections. Well-connected river systems efficiently transfer water, sediment, and organic 

material from the upland to the estuary.  Rivers that are connected to their natural undeveloped 

floodplains are less likely to cause damage when they overtop their banks.  Overall, connectivity 

across riverine and coastal habitats provides tangible ecosystem services to communities. When 

connectivity is lost, it can have a detrimental effect on the ecological resources of the region as 

well as on the region’s resilience to storms and other climate events. 

 

Historically, minor flooding of the Ipswich River above the Ipswich Mills dam has occurred 

occasionally, as the flood-absorbing function of the Wenham Swamp upstream largely protects 

Ipswich. Open space lands are well-suited to absorption of normal flood flows with little long-

term impact. Flood-plain zoning should be rigorously enforced to preserve this function and 

prevent future damage and loss.  Development in the upper Ipswich River watershed has led to an 

increase in impervious surfaces.  Stormwater that used to be absorbed by pervious ground and 

released slowly now runs off quickly in developed areas, overwhelming stormwater storage 

capacity throughout the watershed and resulting in flooding events.  Increased development has 

also led to an increase in siltation and invasive vegetation within the watershed as soils and 

nutrients run off from impervious areas, further reducing the river’s carrying capacity and 

floodwater storage. The Miles River, the largest tributary to the Ipswich River in the lower 

watershed, has been identified as a flood-sensitive area of regional significance within the Town’s 

Hazard Mitigation plan. Development and associated runoff, siltation, decreased storm water 

storage capacity and increased invasive vegetation make the Miles River watershed a microcosm 

for the Ipswich River and contribute to its problems. 

 

The Miles River watershed experiences considerable flooding of open space in its lower reaches. 

This flooding has multiple natural causes, including topography, vegetative growth, and beaver 

activity.  While beaver activity has been identified as a cause of flooding, the 2018 Hazard 

Mitigation Plan draft does not count it among major concerns.  In 2012 the Ipswich Conservation 

Agent created a guidance document for managing beaver activity.  The guidance document 

characterizes the issue as primarily a nuisance problem, rarely rising to the level of emergency.  

With regard to flooding associated with the Miles River watershed, every effort should be made 

to ensure that the land (some of which along County Road is already protected by Greenbelt and 

the Trustees) remains open. The redevelopment of the Don Bosco property by New England 

Biolabs is another assurance that much of this land will remain open. The company has put much 

of the land under conservation restriction. 

 

Kimball Brook, and to a lesser extent Farley Brook, have histories of flooding affecting the 

developed downtown area. Further development, particularly of Turkey Hill, is likely to exacerbate 

this problem.  

 

Sea-Level Rise 

 

Sea-level rise, predicted during the next half-century to century to be on the order of a meter or 

more, will have a serious impact on the coastal resources of Ipswich and adjacent areas. A one-
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meter rise will threaten the barrier beach geology of both Plum Island and Castle Neck, in turn 

placing at risk the lands and waters they shelter. All salt marshes will be routinely flooded at mean 

high tide, which will result in their conversion largely to mud flats and low-marsh vegetation. See 

further discussion in Section 3. 

 

Sedimentation 

 

Sedimentation is an historic problem of the Ipswich River estuary. It affected commercial traffic 

in early times and challenges recreational boaters today. Flood-flow reductions by water-supply 

withdrawals upriver may reduce scouring of the tidal reach from the Sylvania dam to below the 

Town Landing. However, there is no documentation of this impact. Road sanding, and to a lesser 

extent erosion, unquestionably contribute to sedimentation in the estuary, but a more definitive 

assessment is required for an action recommendation.  

 

Development Impact 

 

Environmental degradation is usually associated with development of previously open spaces. 

Degradation may take the form of visual impact, harm to or loss of habitat, increase in surface 

runoff quantities and rates, increased applications to the land of chemicals and nutrients. 

Infrequently contamination results from improperly installed or operated on-site wastewater 

disposal systems. However, such contamination is more likely to result from improper use, 

overloading or failure of older on-site disposal systems. Most of these systems have functioned 

acceptably for many years, although a small percentage have chronic problems and contribute to 

contamination of surface waters. Additional failures of existing systems, contributing 

contamination and requiring system upgrades, may occur as a result of intensified use of the 

systems through extension of periods of use, addition of load or changes in adjacent topography 

and drainage patterns. Enhanced regulation also leads to requirements for system upgrades. In 

some cases these upgrades require encroachment against wetland resources, posing a threat of 

further degradation. In Ipswich, these types of problems are manifested most frequently in the 

Great Neck area.  

 

Alteration of the landscape from development is, and will continue to be, a focus in new 

subdivisions. Although careful planning and strict regulations have helped curb direct 

environmental degradation, the fact that new homes are being located near wetlands, on hilltops 

and in open fields is affecting the character of the remaining open space in Ipswich. As a result, 

wildlife corridors are decreasing in size, views are being altered, and large open parcels are being 

broken up.  

 

In an effort to mitigate this trend, citizens at the 1992, 1999 and 2004 town meetings voted to 

improve and strengthen the language of the town's Open Space Preservation Zoning Bylaw. The 

goal is not to stop development, but rather to safeguard the quality and quantity of the environment 

and associated recreational activities, which are often responsible for drawing the development 

here in the first place. Amendments passed in 1999 require developers of subdivisions with six or 

more lots to submit cluster plans with open space set-asides in addition to any conventional plan. 

However, it is not mandatory that they use the cluster plan. In 2005-2006, a new 20-lot subdivision 

of single-family homes was built on 40 acres in the Ipswich River watershed, one of the first Open 
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Space Residential Design projects to be built in Ipswich. The project preserves 74% (28 acres) as 

open space and uses Low Impact Development (LID) to demonstrate an innovative approach to 

stormwater management. The Planning Board also approved another OSPZ called Willowdale 

Circle.  The slow economy of the early 2000s was a factor in dampening subdivision activity in 

Ipswich, but activity appears to be picking up for the 2020s. Looking ahead, if Massachusetts 

revises its land use statutes and does away with the “Approval Not Required” form of subdivision, 

the OSPZ will be more important than it is now. A few Massachusetts towns have made OSPZs 

mandatory; Ipswich may look to this in the coming years. 

 

There remains in Ipswich interest in Chapter 40B, MGL, which is the state’s zoning law that 

facilitates the development of low/moderate income housing. This statute allows the Zoning Board 

of Appeals to override or waive provisions of any town bylaw that may interfere with such 

development, which can result in impacts on wetlands resources that would otherwise not occur. 

 

Groundwater and Surface-Water Pollution 

 

Ipswich has experienced a significant surface-water quality problem in the coastal areas of town. 

The primary source of pollution affecting the coastal waters is human and animal fecal wastes. 

These sources contribute bacteria, pathogens and nutrients to the surface waters. They are 

extremely damaging, especially to the shellfishing industry. The contamination problem had 

reached such proportions that shellfishing was prohibited at all times in the Ipswich River and 

portions of the Castle Neck River, and for about half the year in the remaining areas due to bacterial 

contamination. With an increasing rate of closures due to pollution, not to mention the more 

naturally caused episodes of red tide, Ipswich faced the threat of future loss of its multimillion-

dollar shellfishing industry. Responses by the town have altered this gloomy prognosis 

considerably, with the reopening of some of the Ipswich River clam flats, although these areas 

must be closed after rain events because of the continuing threat of contamination.  

 

There are several point and non-point sources of bacteria and other types of contamination 

affecting the surface waters of Ipswich, as described previously. In addition, many of the same 

sources of pollution exist in the adjacent communities of Essex and Rowley, thus having the 

potential to further affect shellfishing resources.  

 

Groundwater pollution is also of major concern in the community. Improperly sited and failing 

septic systems in residential areas adjacent to the coast may be contaminating the groundwater 

because the water table is very near the surface. Much of the area overlying one of the public water 

supply aquifers is currently zoned industrial. Because this area (Mitchell Road) is not on town 

sewerage, there is concern about contamination of the groundwater by present and future industrial 

uses in the district. This issue was addressed in the previous action plan, but the property owners 

failed to agree to sewer the road in question. In addition, possible pollution from future 

developments in and around water supply districts is of concern. To address these threats, the town 

has updated, upgraded, and otherwise revised and improved its bylaw establishing water supply 

protection districts and regulating activities within those districts. The new bylaw meets all the 

requirements of the state DEP. 
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Forestry 

 

Although Ipswich is fortunate to have a tremendous amount of forested land for a suburban 

community, forestry is no longer a significant focus in Ipswich. Forestry for commercial purposes 

is either banned or heavily restricted on the majority of open space parcels in Ipswich. The largest 

of these, Willowdale State Forest, which historically was routinely logged, has recently been 

classified as a preserve area by the Department of Conservation & Recreation. This designation 

will significantly limit forestry in the future. Although large amounts of privately owned 

unprotected land exists in Ipswich, forestry activities typically conducted on these parcels has been 

small scale and selective. In the future, the town should research the potential of forestry as a 

management tool to combat threats from climate change, non-native plant species, and increased 

pest load.  Ipswich, along with many Massachusetts communities, lost hundreds of oak trees to 

gypsy moth infestations combined with drought between 2016 and 2019.  As of 2020, many large, 

dead trees were still visible at roadsides. 

 

Environmental Equity 

 

Environmental equity is not considered to be a challenge in Ipswich. Nearly 50% of the town 

consists of conservation and active recreational lands and these lands exist within a quarter mile 

of every resident. None of these parcels charge an entry fee for residents and virtually every 

resident in the community can access open space within a few minutes’ walk of their home (see 

Map 6). Moreover, a large number of these open space and recreation spots are located within or 

in close proximity to the town center, where a majority of residents live and virtually all multi-

family housing is located. Virtually all of Ipswich’s open space and recreational facilities are 

equally accessible to non-residents by vehicle, the commuter rail line, and the seasonal Essex 

Explorer. Additionally, Ipswich is fortunate that no brownfields, 21E sites, or any heavy industry 

which could impact public health have been identified within the town.  
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SECTION 5. INVENTORY OF LANDS OF CONSERVATION AND 

RECREATION INTEREST 
 

The Importance and Definition of Open Space Protection 
 

Ipswich has some of the most distinctive coastal, agricultural and riverine scenery in 

Massachusetts. Over the last two decades, the town adopted several local bylaws and regulations 

to encourage protection of these unique landscapes and to address the desire of citizens to preserve 

their natural resources. Ipswich’s citizenry has long valued its open space as a defining quality of 

their town.  Indeed, the rural, pastoral, and coastal attributes they hold dear originally drew many 

to the town.  Open space, therefore, is important on an emotional and spiritual level to residents 

here.  It is also important on a utilitarian level.  The Town has long appreciated the practical 

benefits of conserving land in its natural state.  In 1972, when the Conservation Commission first 

stated its intention to develop an open space plan, it matter-of-factly laid out common sense reasons 

that hold true today.  Such a plan should 1) preserve water resources; 2) preserve “the greenbelt” 

– the farms, rivers, and forest surrounding; 3) provide recreational areas; and 4) save taxpayers 

money.  The Commission and residents at large appreciated the ecological benefits of open 

space—its ability to protect drinking water, prevent flooding, absorb pollution and regenerate 

oxygen, and maintain wildlife habitat.  They also noted its economic benefits for reducing demands 

on public services while boosting property values.  In the 50 years following those early 

pronouncements townspeople have affirmed support for open space time and again. 

 

A major achievement came in 2000 with the passage of the $10 million open space bond 

authorization, with unanimous Town Meeting support and by a margin of 3-2 as an override issue 

at the ballot box. In May 2011, the Town subsequently passed a reauthorization for the bond of an 

additional $5 million allowing for the inclusion of the cost of development of recreational playing 

fields, as well as acquisition, as part of this additional authorization. At the beginning of the Open 

Space Bond Program, the Open Space Committee identified and evaluated over 80 parcels of 

conservation interest, properties for which the bond funding could be used. There have been 

additions to the bond parcel list in recent years. Currently, the official Open Space Bond Parcel 

List includes a total of 105 parcels of conservation interest. As of 2017, a total of 14 conservation 

projects had been completed using funding from the Bond Program (as well as leveraging outside 

funding) for protection of a total of 890 acres. 

 

An excerpt from the Report of the Bond Steering Committee, established after the Open Space 

Bond Authorization was approved at Town Meeting in 2000, states its intended goal to, “… 

permanently protect selected open spaces against inappropriate development, in order to protect 

sources of the public water supply, to preserve open space values, to ensure the continuation of 

recreational opportunities, to protect historically and archeologically important sites and parcels, 

and to address other municipal purposes not excluded in the Authorization…”, as a definition of 

“protection”. In the 20 years since the Open Space Bond Authorization was established, and the 

Bond Steering Committee defined it goals and ways in which to achieve protection of open space, 

climate change and sea level rise have become more imminent and real threats both locally and 

regionally, and have expanded the definition of protection to include such things as setting land 

aside for carbon sequestration, establishing flood hazard buffers for protection for critical 
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infrastructure and vital natural resources such as water supply, and protecting and supporting local, 

sustainable food sources.  

 

The Town establishes protection of open space on a permanent basis through legally binding local 

legislation or official recognition and ownership not easily undone. Article 97 of the Articles of 

Amendment to the State Constitution enacted high hurdles to undoing land conservation. When 

voting to authorize bond expenditures for purchase of land for open space, water supply protection, 

recreation and/or general municipal purposes, Town Meeting approves those acquisitions by 

limiting the allowed uses to exclude land to be controlled or used by Public Safety, Public Works, 

School, Sewer or Electric Departments.  If the Town acquires an interest either in fee or through a 

conservation or agricultural restriction, the land is typically placed into the custody of the 

Conservation Commission, which controls that protection.  Open space, if not bought outright, can 

be protected by a legally binding conservation restriction approved by the Massachusetts 

Executive Office of Energy and Environmental Affairs.  Under such a restriction, the owner limits 

it rights to lawfully disturb or develop the land or sell it to another for development.  Therefore, 

instead of public ownership, the protected land is privately owned and the restricted portions of 

the property remain permanently undevelopable and routinely monitored by the holder of the 

restriction.  The private owner can agree to allow public access to trails to enjoy the land as part 

of a conservation restriction allowed uses.  Maplecroft Farm is an example of private land protected 

by conservation restriction, and accessible to the public through a designated trail.   

 

There remain many public and private lands in Ipswich that are unprotected or have limited 

protection.  Farmland and land in forestry under Chapter 61A and 61B are an example, and 

although benefiting from tax forbearance, are not permanently protected from development. An 

example is a property encompassing over 100 acres of primarily undeveloped farm and forestland 

that was acquired by a developer recently for residential development. Through the permitting 

process by the Planning Board however the Town was able to assure permanent protection of over 

40% of the property, thereby reducing the forest land and farmland lost to development, 

simultaneously protecting critical water supply protection zones, forested land for carbon 

sequestration, securing public access through passive recreational trails on the property and 

retaining a portion of the property for continued agriculture for row crops.  

 

Open space protection is not a fixed concept, but has evolved as we continue to understand what 

resources we need as a community to sustain, enhance and balance a certain quality of life Ipswich 

residents have long cherished, in a world under pressure to support a growing population, and 

respond to and manage an ever-changing climate adversely impacted by a warming climate. 

 

 

As indicated on Maps 3, 6 and 6A, numerous parcels within the town are state-owned, town-

owned, privately restricted and/or under a special tax-status designation. While some of these 

properties are permanently protected, many are not. In particular, properties under M.G.L. 

Chapters 61, 61A and 61B tax designations—those properties that receive tax relief for remaining 

in forestry, agricultural and recreational uses—are not permanently protected. In accordance with 

these laws, if an owner of land taxed under the Chapter 61, 61A, or 61B designation wishes to 

develop his land for profit, the town has 120 days to act to acquire the land. Rarely does a 
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municipality have the ability, mechanisms and/or funds to acquire land so quickly, but the passage 

of the open space bond gave the town that specific ability. 

 

Additionally, many of the town-owned properties (listed in Appendix E and shown on MAP 6 

and 6A) are not permanently or legally protected for conservation and recreational purposes. Some 

of these properties are used for municipal purposes, such as utilities or schools. Other properties 

may be used currently for conservation purposes but are not legally restricted and should be.  

 

Other private properties in Ipswich have conservation restrictions held by the town or by a private, 

non-profit conservation organization such as The Trustees of Reservations (the Trustees) or Essex 

County Greenbelt Association (Greenbelt). These and other non-profit conservation groups work 

with residents in Ipswich and neighboring communities to protect coastal areas, salt marshes, land 

of scenic and wildlife value, agricultural properties, water supply protection lands and other 

properties valuable for conservation and recreational needs. Appendix E lists these properties as 

well.  

 

Disability Access  

The open space plan addresses the need for disability access to open space and recreation facilities. 

When viewed in their entirety, the programs and facilities in Ipswich are accessible to people with 

disabilities and the elderly. The town has made considerable efforts to assure continued 

compliance with the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), and several open space properties 

have achieved desired accessibility. At present, there is a short, handicapped accessible path to the 

dam at the town reservoir; a handicapped-accessible parking area, a walkway to the existing 

woods, and a bridge over a vernal pool are located at the Dow Brook Conservation Area; and a 

handicapped-accessible boardwalk was completed in the fall of 2012 at the Clark Pond Overlook 

at the Great Neck Conservation Area. The Pony Express Fields property has an ADA compliant 

walkway leading from the handicapped designated parking spaces in the parking area to the 

recreational playing fields.  

 

Ipswich has adopted the goals and objectives of the ADA (including policies addressing such 

concerns as hiring and the elimination of discrimination based on disability), and reaffirms that 

position here and in Appendix F. Through its ADA coordinator (the Building Commissioner), the 

town has removed many physical barriers or modified them to aid residents with disabilities. With 

the actions described in this plan, efforts to provide full compliance in the field of open space and 

recreation will continue. 

 

More detailed information on the status of access to various facilities, along with other documents 

pertaining to ADA compliance, are in Appendix F. 
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SECTION 6. COMMUNITY GOALS 

 

6A. Process for Gathering Community Input 
 

For the 2020 Open Space and Recreation Plan, three major activities defined the process for 

gathering, assessing and updating the community goals regarding open space and recreation. The 

first activity involved an assessment of the goals identified in the 2013 plan against trends and 

strategies that have developed since 2013. Particular attention was paid to new studies and Town 

policies and priorities that have evolved since the last update. The second activity involved 

conducting a new open space and recreation online and paper survey of the community to gauge 

values and preferences for open space and recreation resources. Finally, the Committee met with 

several groups in town to obtain input into the planning process. 
 

6B. Developments and Changes in Priorities since 2013 
 

Due to the Great Recession of 2008, development in Ipswich had largely slowed for the years 

prior to the publishing of the 2013 Open Space and Recreation Plan. With the economic rebound 

and the significant growth in Boston over the last decade, Ipswich has experienced greater 

development pressures, and an increased valuation of undeveloped land.  The Open Space 

Committee has worked diligently to protect as much land as possible at the best value to the 

Town and State. 
 

The focus of the Open Space Committee during much of the 2000s and 2010s was split between 

protecting open space and finding appropriate field space for active sports recreation.  Working 

with the State and Essex County Greenbelt Association, in 2017, the Town identified and 

purchased 27 acres of former polo fields for active recreational sports fields. Site work will 

continue at the playing fields, but the community and the Open Space Committee is satisfied that 

the need has been met.  
 

Several large parcels of land changed hands over the last seven years, with a mix of results: at least 

some will remain privately owned with hope for conservation, while others were partially 

developed via the Town’s Open Space Preservation Development, and others are yet to be decided. 

There is a large 40B development currently going through the permitting process. If built as 

currently proposed, there will be over 175 units on 10 acres that had been used primarily for 

agriculture.  In part due to the increased housing needs of the greater Boston area, the development 

pressure on Ipswich has increased, and the need for adequate open space planning and protection 

becomes more indisputable.   

 

Long Range Planning Efforts 

 

In 2019, the Town embarked on a full-scale effort to update its Community Development Plan, 

the most current iteration having been completed in 2003.  Largely galvanized by climate change, 

the town has joined state, regional and federal organizations in planning policy that looks out 

decades into the future. Simultaneously the town is looking inward through the exercise of a 
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revised community development plan and asking itself where it wants to be in 10, 20, and 30 years.  

One of the major goals, expressed by the citizenry, is to preserve Ipswich’s singular beauty and 

character as a town with wide open spaces and valuable natural assets.  The several reports cited 

in Sections 3 and 4 regarding sea level rise, water and wastewater management, river health, 

flooding, and inland-coastal connectivity testify to the work done to assess specific pressure points 

and develop solutions.  The current efforts build on prior ones. 

 

Drinking Water Protection 

 

Due in part to the extreme drought of 2016, the effect of development on the Town’s water supply 

has become of increasing interest to the community. Beginning in the of spring 2019, the Town 

pursued the purchase of 93 acres of land, a majority of which is within the watershed of the Bull 

Brook Reservoir.  There are several other large parcels in the Town’s drinking water supply 

watershed that should be protected to preserve water quality and infiltration of water as well as to 

reduce treatment costs. The two areas of greatest interest are along Linebrook Road in the Dow 

Brook and Bull Brook watersheds, and in the Essex Road area, where the Town has two wells. 

 

Climate Change 

 

Climate change mitigation and adaptation were a high priority of the respondents of the 2020 

resident survey, following drinking water protection and preserving the historic and scenic 

character of the Town.  In 2019, the Open Space Committee used the MassAudubon Mappr 2.0 

program to identify potential parcels for protection. This exercise will continue in the future.  

 

Open Space conservation creates opportunities for flood storage, carbon sequestration, salt marsh 

migration, and buffers against sea-level rise.  The Castle Neck River woodlands, fields and salt 

marsh protected in 2017 along with the Pony Express athletic fields are a prime example of lands 

important for absorbing the higher storm surges expected with long-term sea level rise.  Open land 

will also come into play if the Town adopts policies for retreat from rising seas, as shoreline 

structures and neighborhoods become inundated or flooded after major storms and ever higher 

tides.  Land held for retreat provides a destination for rising waters to go and space for relocated 

structures.  A science and sociology of climate retreat has developed in academic circles, 

recognizing that strategic and managed retreat is favorable to ad hoc responses to flooding and 

storm-generated emergencies.  Retreat involves issues beyond forecasting and engineering, as 

social challenges related to equality, culture, land ownership, and political representation come 

into play.  Ipswich planners would do well to investigate strategic approaches for retreat now being 

discussed at conferences and panels around the world. 

 

As a coastal town, Ipswich will continue to grapple with the issues related to climate change. 

Already, there are projects underway to increase the height of certain coastal roadways that flood 

both with storms and astronomical high tides.  Over the last five years, the Town’s Hazard 

Mitigation Plan, Municipal Vulnerability Preparedness Plan and the Great Marsh Coastal 

Adaptation Plan all addressed high risk areas in town due to climate change.   
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Agriculture 
 

There is a continued commitment to protection and expansion of agricultural land in Ipswich. 

While agriculture has long been a key characteristic of Ipswich, recent efforts have formalized the 

process for identifying lands of existing or potential agricultural use, securing funds to protect 

them, and developing regulations and programs to support the agricultural community. These 

efforts were formalized through the findings and recommendations of the Ipswich Agricultural 

Study completed in 2010, which was followed by the formation of the Agricultural Commission 

to oversee implementation of the study (See Map 3). There is currently no accounting for how 

much agriculture contributes financially to the economy of Ipswich year over year.  Such data, 

though useful would be difficult to collect and apply, given that farms likely contribute to the 

Town’s economic welfare in as many hidden ways as in openly direct ways.  Just the existence of 

open farm fields at the side of the road serve to attract tourists visiting for purposes of a rural 

experience, whether or not they actually enter or buy from a farm.  Perhaps an algorithm for 

calculating the potential for farm visitors to spend money at other businesses in the Town center 

could be created.  As for direct financial impacts, the farm community has been reluctant to provide 

income data for privacy and business competition reasons.  At the least, a regular inventory of the 

number of farms, farm stands and farm-related business should be attempted to understand the 

scale of agriculture in Ipswich.  Any accounting would provide hard numbers in support of farming 

interests, whether through advocacy of open space preservation or Town regulatory policies. 
 

6C. Priorities identified in the 2020 Community Survey 
 

A community survey of open space and recreation needs was conducted as part of the 2020 Open 

Space and Recreation Plan planning process. Responses were received from 560 individuals in 

town providing input on priorities, needs, and suggestions for open space and recreation use and 

protection. Community priorities identified through the survey can be summarized in three broad 

categories: 
 

Natural Resource Protection: Based upon the response rating system used for the survey, 

resource protection of various types including protection of water supply, climate change 

mitigation, wildlife habitat, and wetlands is a priority. Resource protection in general 

received slightly higher priority rating than provision of passive or active recreation 

opportunities. 
 

Active Recreation Resources: Citizens are concerned about maintaining current 

recreational facilities, including Bialek Park, our community’s large, downtown 

recreational area. Bialek Park provides a multi-age playground, playing fields, and a soon 

to be completed skate park.  Respondents were also concerned about access to the parks. 

They wanted to see better sidewalk maintenance and more parking opportunities at active 

recreation sites. 
 

Maintenance of Existing Resources: The community identified maintenance of both open 

space and recreation facilities as two priorities that should be pursued over the next seven 


